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Since the Wolf, Yoffe, and Giordano 2003 Basins at Risk study, examining human 

interactions with transboundary water resources through a lens of conflict and 

cooperation has been a dominant paradigm. The Basins at Risk (BAR) method involves 

categorizing events on a scale from most conflictive (e.g. war or extensive casualties) to 

most cooperative (voluntary unification into one political unit). While this research 

provides significant insight into the nature of cooperation and conflict over water, it 

frames the discussion about water politics in terms of diplomatic, economic, and 

military hostility. However, a basin can exhibit an impressive level of cooperation, yet 

beneath the surface display tremendous environmental injustice to basin countries and 

basin sub-populations (e.g. indigenous groups, women).  Recognizing that cooperation 

could mask various forms of conflict and looking at the nexus of water conflict and 

cooperation in terms of interactions rather than events, Mirumachi introduced the 

Transboundary Waters Interaction Nexus (TWINS) tool (Zeitoun & Mirumachi, 2008). 

Yet, this nexus also defines water conflict using high politics and militarized 

conceptualizations.  

Thus, I argue that the conflict-cooperation paradigm alone is insufficient for 

understanding the range of impacts from human interactions with transboundary water. 

Particularly, these scales do not sufficiently capture decisions and policies that have 

inequitable distributions of environmental costs and benefits. In other words, they do 

not capture the environmental justice (also referred to as structural violence) 

implications of water decisions, whether cooperative or conflictive. This is especially 

true for more nebulously defined qualitative needs like the cultural or aesthetic values 

for water resources. 



 
 

 
 

Furthermore, while institutions like treaties are key to cooperative (i.e. less direct 

violence) basins (according to Wolf et al., 2003), they may also solidify and reinforce 

existing power imbalances and injustices (Zeitoun & Mirumachi, 2008). Thus, if 

cooperation alone does not guarantee progress towards environmental justice, it is 

important to understand the role of institutions like treaties and river basin 

organizations (RBOs). Do they deter affected countries and communities from meeting 

their basic human needs, or can institutions be wielded to affirm those needs?  What is 

the role of participatory processes? Practically, how can managers, policymakers, and 

environmental facilitators understand and respond to structural violence related to 

natural resource decisions?   

The purpose of this dissertation is to bridge the gap between pragmatism and social 

idealism, between real-world politics and the charge from great philosophers and 

leaders to create a more just world. Towards this goal, I developed a scale of structural 

violence in transboundary basins that complements the work of Wolf et al. and 

Mirumachi et al. (referred to as the London Water Research Group- or LWRG).  This 

tool- called the Integrated Basins at Risk (iBAR) scale- ŘǊŀǿǎ ŦǊƻƳ ²ƻƭŦΩǎ όнллуύ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ 

ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƳƛǊǊƻǊƛƴƎ aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ IƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ bŜŜŘǎΦ L ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ 

method to assess structural violence/environmental justice using the scale as a prism to 

assess archival events (newspaper articles), interviews, and observational data from 

conference and panel presentations.  

Using the Mekong Basin as a transboundary water case study, I tested the scale and 

methodology, painting a detailed picture of environmental justice in the basin and the 

institutional variables associated with positive and negative outcomes. From this, I drew 

conclusions and produced recommendations relevant to practitioners interested in 

improving justice outcomes in transboundary basins. Finally, I evaluated the iBAR 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘΩǎ ǳǘƛƭƛty as an assessment tool for water conflict facilitators and water 

managers.  
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Chapter 1: Environmental Just ice in Transboundary Water  
Management  

Introduction  
The driving motivation behind the dissertation is to find ways for policymakers, 

facilitators, and human rights advocates to wield transboundary water resources policy 

and management to make the world a better place, where human suffering and 

injustices are reduced and human rights are actualized. I propose that water 

conflict/cooperation practitioners must look άōŜȅƻƴŘ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ in a way that 

incorporates environmental justice issues at multiple scales alongside the spectrum 

between water wars and water peace. Thus, my research has five objectives: 

1. Better understand how water relates to social/environmental justice 

2. Develop a transferrable approach for assessing justice/injustice in 

transboundary basins 

3. Glean insight on the role of institutions in securing justice and human needs 

4. Glean insight on the role of participation in securing justice and human 

needs 

5. Draw conclusions/recommendations to better achieve human needs 

Recognizing the role that institutional capacity plays in preventing water wars, my 

primary question is: What institutional factors are associated with positive or negative 

impacts on human needs related to water? These are the leverage points where 

practitioners can improve water management ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ 

sub-questions based on the literature about conflict and cooperation and environmental 

justice. These include: 

1. Do negative peace (absence of violence) and positive peace (absence of 

structural violence) coexist or conflict?  

2. What is the role of institutions (such as laws and agreements) in promoting 

environmental justice related to water?   

3. Is there a relationship between stakeholder participation/collaboration and 

environmental justice outcomes?  

To answer my questions, I blend post-positivist and critical theories of water 

resources conflict and cooperation, and I employ peace studies, Political Ecology, and 



P a g e | 2 

 

 
 

environmental justice theories to craft a new tool for evaluating environmental justice 

in transboundary water ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΦ .ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ²ƻƭŦΣ ¸ƻŦŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǊŘŀƴƻΩǎ ό2003) Basins at 

Risk (BAR) Study and its conceptualization of measuring conflict and cooperation events 

on a scale, I developed a complementary Integrated Basins at Risk (iBAR) scale to assess 

water decisionΩǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ .!w 

scale measures a range of diplomatic, economic, and military hostility and/or 

cooperation, the iBAR scale examines the structural policies that create 

disproportionate and unjust allocations of benefits and harms among countries and/or 

basin populations.  

The iBAR scale consists of a series of negative values (-9 to -1), representing impacts 

that deter the basic human needs of basin populations, and positive values (+1 to +9) 

that represent impacts of water decisions that affirm or secure basic human needs. Each 

value in the iBAR represents a certain category of needs, from survival (iBAR ±9) to 

relationships (iBAR ±7) to knowledge (iBAR ±4) to spiritual needs (iBAR ±2). Within this 

study, the iBAR tool is used as a semi-qualitative framework for analyzing events (as 

portrayed in news reports) and as a framework for analysis of ground-truthing semi-

structured interviews with water practitioners, plus conference and panel notes and 

observations.  

While the iBAR is intended to be a tool that could be applied in multiple basins or at 

a global level- to live up to its name and identify Basins at Risk related to environmental 

justice, this dissertation is a first step towards that objective. Thus, the Mekong Basin is 

examined as a case study; its rich interactions with water and ripe situation in regard to 

development and potential water conflict and cooperation make it an ideal basin to 

examine for environmental justice trends and potential interventions.   

This dissertation is divided into several chapters that provide background and 

justification, detail the methods, share the results, discuss the implications, and finally, 

provide answers and recommendations based on my research. The following 

paragraphs break down the progression of what you can expect to find in each section 

of this document. 

In Chapter 1, I describe the Basins at Risk (BAR) study, which laid the groundwork for 

this study. I discuss what the BAR scale measures and what it overlooks, particularly 
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focusing on structural violence, i.e. environmental justice related to water resources 

management decisions. I discuss how the BAR study measures negative peace, but 

propose that looking at negative peace alone is insufficient for understanding water 

conflict. 

In Chapter 2, I dive into the theoretical underpinnings that create a dissonance 

between post-positivist and critical perspectives in the water community. Particularly, I 

discuss Political Ecology theory as it relates to the Hydrohegemony school of thought 

from the London Water Resources Group. Recognizing that the critical perspective has 

drawn attention to injustice in water management, I propose that it is time to move 

beyond our current conversation- bridging the pragmatic and the critical with a 

constructivist approach that focuses on interventions to build a more just world of 

water management. I conclude this chapter with a description of my questions, 

hypotheses, and objectives. 

In Chapter 3, I provide a brief description of the Mekong Basin, my case study in 

which I tested the Integrated Basins at Risk (iBAR) method. I discuss important 

geographical characteristics, the recent history of the basin, the current political climate, 

and environmental justice issues that highlight the Mekong as a relevant and timely case 

study. 

In Chapter 4, I introduce the Integrated Basins at Risk (iBAR) methodology and 

explain the guiding theory that influenced its development.  

In Chapter 5, I detail the methods used in this study, starting with a summary of the 

overall design. I then discuss my archival (newspaper events) methodology, coding 

scheme, and data processing procedure, highlighting several important criteria for 

anyone interpreting the results of this data or replicating the study in other basins. Next, 

I discuss my on-the-ground methods, starting with my interview methods and followed 

by my observational conference/panel analysis method. I conclude with a description of 

my analysis techniques. 

In Chapter 6, I detail all the results of my analyses, divided into two categories: 

event-related semi-quantitative results, and interview/conference/panel qualitative 

results. The event results are divided into several categories of interest, including Least 

Developed Countries and communities, institutions, dams, comparison to the Basins at 
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Risk study, and participation. The qualitative results are divided into iBAR observations, 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƭƭ ά¢ƘŜ .ǳǊƴ .ƻƻƪέ- a compilation of scathing 

questions and comments delivered at the Mekong International Conference and Save 

the Mekong panel event. 

In Chapter 7, I interpret all of these results by breaking them into themes, again 

divided by event-related results and qualitative results. I identify nine themes from my 

analysis of the iBAR events, each discussed briefly. I also interpret five themes from my 

qualitative, on-the-ground data. I propose a Corruption-Enclosure-Face (CEK) Nexus as 

an insidious and confounding variable in Mekong water management. I also identify a 

right hand/left hand problem, unenforceable institutions and the ways other 

stakeholders are filling that void. Finally, I discuss the potential role of the donor 

community as a leverage point for better justice outcomes. 

In Chapter 8, I revisit my research objectives and synthesize my results as they 

pertain to the international water community. I discuss what I learned about how water 

relates to environmental justice, provide commentary about the iBAR method as a 

potential tool for use in other basins, discuss the role of institutions and participation in 

addressing water-related injustice, and provide recommendations for practitioners 

grounded in the themes identified in my research. I conclude with a brief discussion that 

reconnects my work to both my motivation for the study and the theoretical 

underpinnings for my approach. 

Research Perspective & Definitions  
Recognizing that no research is entirely objective, and even the very question asked 

by a researcher is a political act, I include this brief section in attempt to lay my cards on 

the table regarding my motivations and particular ethical leanings. I also include a few 

important definitions to clarify what I mean when I use certain terms.  

First, I must out myself as both a skeptical optimist and a practical idealist. I ascribe 

to intersectional feminism and social justice critiques of modern politics, but I do not 

believe in critique as an ends. I believe it is absolutely critical that we do not ignore 

issues of ethics and justice, but I am optimistic in my belief that we must work towards 

constructing a better, more just world rather than lamenting in its injustices. Thus, I take 
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a constructivist approach in my research, and I lean towards identifying leverage points 

for intervention to make positive changes. I do not seek only to understand, but to use 

that understanding to improve and better the world. 

A conversation that has come up several times between my adviser and me is 

whether the ends justify the means. Is an unjust treaty with some benefits better than 

no treaty with no benefits? Is a less-inclusive process acceptable if it produces positive 

results, where an inclusive process would have been stalled? These are transboundary 

water politics-specific examples of the debate between deontological ethics and 

consequentialism: Is the better course of action the one that is more procedurally just, 

or the one that produces better substantive results? I do not have a definitive answer to 

those questions.  

However, I do have caveats. First, I think it ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άŦƻǊ 

ǿƘƻƳΚέ ǿƘŜƴ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

people who can make the wisest decisions about natural resource management are 

those who live in and depend on the system (a wisdom that can be enhanced via more 

complete knowledge about the intricacies and interconnectedness of the system). I 

question whether even a benevolent, completely altruistic water czar (or more likely, a 

group of water scientists) can make decisions that fully appreciate the spectrum of 

human needs and values of water. On the other hand, I also believe that less suffering is 

better than more suffering, and thus see a place for pragmatism as an interim solution. 

Thus, my stance could best be what is described as favoring rule consequentialism. In 

terms of water, this means I favor holding up meaningful, representative participation 

as an ideal and actually working to achieve that, but reducing violence and suffering 

through other means as we work towards that goal.  

This dissertation represents this rule consequentialist position: I hold up 

participation as the ideal, but the iBAR scale focuses most acutely on the impacts of 

decisions/actions. In fact, the Mekong Basin is a good example of a place where very 

few participatory processes surfaced in my analysis, but I illuminate and suggest other 

methods for improving substantive justice results while laying a better foundation for 

more democratic decision-making in the future.  
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The following are some important operationalizations and definitions that further 

elucidate my research perspective: 

¶ Events and Interactions: Conflict and cooperation events are defined by the 

BAR scale, while water interactions are defined by the Transboundary 

Waters Interaction Nexus (TWINS) tool (Zeitoun & MIrumachi, 2008). (Both 

of these approaches are discussed in greater detail in the next section of 

this chapter.) IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜǾŜƴǘǎέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ 

decisions or activities that have some projected/stated effect on human 

needs.  

¶ Needs-Affirming: This is when an action/activity has the end result of 

enabling some stakeholder to meet/continue meeting one of their basic 

human needs.  

¶ Needs-Deterring: If an action changes the way people interact with water in 

a way that limits their ability to meet a basic human need, that activity is 

considered needs-deterring. 

¶ Transcendent Needs: Transcendent needs represent the need to care for 

ƴŜŜŘǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴΦ The iBAR scale is human-centric. It does not 

separately capture the intrinsic value of nature or the needs of nature. It 

does capture those needs through the lens that they are human values. 

Thus, many of the impacts on transcendent needs (iBAR ±1) are actually the 

result of a discussion of positive or negative impacts on the environment, 

but they are technically captured because they impact some stakeholderΩǎ 

(e.g. environmental NGOsΩ, local communitiesΩ) transcendent need to care 

for the environment. 

¶ Environmental Justice (EJ): I rely on the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) definition of environmental justice in terms of fair treatment 

and meaningful involvement, which has transcended the U.S. domestic scale 

to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) definition as an 

equitable distribution of environmental costs and benefits. Thus, my 
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conceptualization of justice is a hybrid of participatory justice and 

distributive justice.  

¶ Least Developed Countries: Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar are the focus of 

my country-level EJ analyses based on their designation as Least Developed 

Countries (LDCs) by the United Nations (UN). The UN defines LDCs by 

poverty, human capital weakness, and economic vulnerability. 

¶ Communities: Ideally, a measure of EJ should include precise demographic 

information about race, ethnicity, age, gender, and socio-economic status. 

However, my data sources were coarse in their reporting on the specific 

demographics of communities affected by some activity or event. While it 

was contextually implied that these communities were vulnerable, there 

was not enough information to make precise judgments of vulnerability. 

¢ƘǳǎΣ άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀny sub-national group of 

people, often designating impacted poor, indigenous, riverine communities, 

or local groups of fishers or farmers affected by some decision. 

¶ Positive Peace: Also referred to as social/environmental justice, 

characterized by needs-affirming impacts. The opposite of positive peace is 

structural violence, also referred to as environmental injustice, 

characterized by needs-deterring impacts- particularly on Least Developed 

Countries and impacted communities. 

¶ Negative Peace: The absence of physical violence, which may or may not be 

realized through cooperative arrangements and institutions. According to 

the TWINS matrix, there may be negative peace in a basin simply because 

riparian neighbors do not interact or have any pressing issue over which 

they escalate to violence. 

¶ Human Rights: In this dissertation, human rights are examined as a function 

of environmental costs and benefits. I look at basic human needs, which 

align well with the rights specified in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (1948), as they relate to human interaction with water resources. 

Rights are examined from a liberty perspective (as discussed below), with a 
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focus on whether an action/decision deters someone from meeting a need. 

The iBAR also examines what needs are affirmed (and for whom), but the 

implication is not that the decision-maker is obligated to affirm all needs for 

everyone. Rather, the obligation is not to hinder the rights of others, while 

striving for an equitable distribution of any needs-affirming benefits.  

¶ Institutional Capacity: I use a stricter definition of institutions and 

institutional capacity as inter-state treaties/agreements or river basin 

organizations (RBOs) for the purpose of my analysis, but later conclude that 

a broader definition of institutions that captures NGO, civil society, and 

academic initiatives may be better suited for analyses of environmental 

justice in transboundary water politics. 

Note that environmental justice (EJ) is defined both as equal protection from (or 

equal distribution of) environmental harms and as equitable access to (or distribution 

of) environmental benefits. There are two ethical questions that emerge from this 

definition. First, there is the notion of equitable versus equal. Equal implies that each 

stakeholder should get an identical gift basket of environmental benefits and harms. 

However, equity implies fairness in the distribution of benefits and harms. Second, there 

is the debate between liberty and entitlement. Does EJ suggest that everyone is entitled 

to environmental benefits, or that they are free to pursue those benefits?  

The iBAR method developed and applied in this dissertation looks at EJ as equitable 

distributions, focusing on what stakeholders claim to need- and whether decisions 

facilitate or hinder the meeting of those needs- rather than measuring whether 

everyone gets equal shares. Additionally, the iBAR approach, as I apply it, takes a liberty 

(rather than entitlement) perspective on rights, by its nature of looking at whether an 

action facilitates or deters a given stakeholder from meeting their needs.  In both cases, 

the iBAR approach focuses on opportunity rather than substantive deliverables. A 

researcher could rework the iBAR method to focus on equality and entitlement; 

however, it is not the approach taken here, 

Finally, in line with my constructivist approach and reliance on Political Ecology as a 

guiding theory, I study discourse- via the media, conversations with practitioners, and 

observations of presentations and interactions at a conference and panel discussion- as 
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my primary form of understanding and analyzing justice and politics in the basin. Thus, 

my story about the Mekong is based on the human construction of the Mekong rather 

than physical measurements of its characteristics. For the type of research I wanted to 

do- measuring human needs for culture and relationships alongside identity and 

survival- I do not think there is a better way than to accept the understanding of reality 

as told by the people who work and live in the basin.  

Water Conflict & Cooperation  

Freshwater, vial to life on earth, has a pesky quality of being totally oblivious of the 

political boundaries humans have drawn across the surface of the earth. This lack of 

consideration means that water is constantly crossing borders and creating both 

tensions and opportunities for neighboring peoples to either fight or cooperate over 

shared transboundary water resources. The debate in the late 1990s and early 2000s 

about the potential for water wars drove Wolf, Yoffe, & Giordano to attempt to quantify 

and understand the actual patterns of interactions between riparian countries over 

transboundary water resources. Their study, Basins at Risk, made great strides in our 

understanding the nature of water conflict and cooperation around the world (Wolf, 

Yoffe, & Giordano, 2003).  Wolf et al. identified all of the transboundary river basins (a 

number that shifts as borders change, but currently hovers near 280), and then they set 

about searching news sources around the world for evidence of conflict and 

cooperation.  What they found was quite astonishing: based on their definitions of 

conflict and cooperation, people tend to cooperate over water much more than they 

compete (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Basins At Risk Scale. Source: Wolf, Yoffe, & Giordano, (2003).  

Wolf et al. (2003) went on to examine a wide array of river basin features to figure 

out what characteristics are associated with conflict.  Surprisingly, the physical 

characteristics (e.g. water scarcity/aridity) of a basin mattered very little.  However, the 

institutional capacity, or ability of the basin management organizations to absorb 

change, was strongly linked with conflict/cooperation.  Wolf et al. (2003; p. 29) clarify: 

άIt turns out then that very rapid changes, either on the institutional side or in 
the physical system, which outpace the institutional capacity to absorb that 
change, are at the root of most water conflict, as reflected in two sets of 
ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΥ мύ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘέ ōŀǎƛƴǎΣ ƛΦŜΦ ōŀǎƛƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ 
management structures of newly independent states, and 2) basins which 
include unilateral development projects and the absence of cooperative 
regimes.έ  

In light of these findings, the role of institutions such as international treaties and 

River Basin Organizations (RBOs) becomes central to enhancing cooperation.  These 

types of institutions provide a basin with the resilience it needs to respond to sudden 

shocks that would lead to conflict in a more hostile, less institutionally prepared basin.  

Thus, based on these results, any forward-looking basin should focus its efforts on 
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building transboundary institutional capacity via treaty and RBO relations with its 

neighbors. 

However, other researchers suggest that institutional capacity can be a bad thing.  

We will examine why below, but note first the nature of the Basins at Risk (BAR) scale.  

The BAR scale ranges from -7 to +7, with negative numbers representing increasing 

conflict and positive numbers representing increasing cooperation.  Conflict is defined 

based on !ȊŀǊΩǎ /ht5!. LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ {ŎŀƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ άŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘέ ƛǎ 

essentially defined as physical/direct violence, sanctions, or threats of 

violence/sanctions (Wolf et al., 2003; pp. 33-34).  While these are very obvious and 

critical forms of subjecting others to suffering, this narrow definition of conflict does not 

encapsulate the full spectrum of violence.  Because of this narrow definition, the results 

are more narrowly applicable to only a subset of outcomes.  As such, aiming for 

cooperation is misleading, and though it may mean the absence of military altercations, 

it cannot be assumed to imply the absence of other forms of violence. 

While the work done by Wolf et al. broke ground and accomplished a feat of 

documenting and analyzing all reported transboundary water events between 1948 and 

1999, the Basins at Risk Study set the stage for others who criticize the 20ло ǇŀǇŜǊΩǎ 

underlying assumptions.  By systematically and exhaustively studying water events and 

packing them into conflict/cooperation boxes, Wolf et al. created opportunities for 

others to then unpack, question, and rebuild our understanding of water interactions.  

The major limitation of Basins at Risk is its dualistic nature: conflict or cooperation, 

war or peace. It focuses on individual events, which represent either conflict or 

cooperation, rather than the overall pattern of interactions over water, which can be 

mixed. Mark Zeitoun and Naho Mirumachi (2008; p. 298) criticize this dualism, noting, 

ά¢ƘŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ either conflict or cooperation, we argue, refutes the reality of the 

vast majority of contexts where cooperation and conflict actually co-exist, and 

ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƛǎ ΨōŀŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ 

ΨƎƻƻŘΩ.έ  Likewise, Stone (2009; p. 78) warns: 

ά!ƭƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ōŜ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

between what is happening and what we think ought not to happen.  

Somewhere between what is actually occurring and our concepts about what is 
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occurring, we find a rich and fertile zone of possibility.  We need to leave behind 

the place where our ideas get in the way of seeing the complexity and 

ƛƴǘŜǊŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

Zeitoun and Mirumachi propose, instead, to view water interactions as a mix of 

conflict and cooperation with a broader set of definitions. Mirumachi introduced the 

Transboundary Waters Interaction Nexus (TWINS) to combat dualistic thinking, plotting 

ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ · ŀƴŘ ¸ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōŀǎƛƴΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ 

interactions to be plotted based on the nexus of conflict and cooperation (Zeitoun & 

Mirumachi, 2008). Though it sounds like an answer to the dualistic problem in the BAR 

scale, it is better categorized as a complementary way of viewing water conflict and 

cooperation using a nexus approach. It serves as a different lens that lends perspective 

on basin relations, but it, too, focuses on water interactions with a narrow definition of 

conflict and cooperation. 

  These authors remind us that, in our efforts to make sense of the world, we too 

often resort to using simple, dualistic boxes to categorize phenomena: good/bad, 

conflict/cooperation, war/peace, etc.  Yet, Zeitoun, Mirumachi, and Stone all suggest 

that important information and possibilities are foregone when we limit our 

understanding to dualisms. While both the BAR and TWINS approaches are valuable for 

understanding water events and interactions, they both use conceptualizations of water 

conflict and cooperation that narrowly frame our discussions about transboundary 

water politics. By focusing on water conflict and cooperation, particularly on high 

politics and physical violence conceptualizations of conflict, we miss important 

information and a realm of possibilities to understand and improve water interactions 

as they relate to low politics and other forms of violence. 

Structural Violence & Environmental Justice  

In labeling discordant events with a specifically defined range from threats and 

diplomatic hostility to small or large-scale military acts, Wolf et al. (2003) defined the 

extreme manifestation of water conflict as direct violence. [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ aƛǊǳƳŀŎƘƛΩǎ ¢²Lb{ 

matrixΩǎ conflict spectrum peaks at violised (i.e. physical violence) interactions. 

However, Johan Galtung illuminates two other types of violence: structural violence and 
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cultural violence (Galtung, 1969; Galtung, 1990).  Galtung first describes peace as the 

absence of violence, which is simple enough, except that it is highly dependent on the 

definition of violence.  Galtung (1969) broadly defines violence, claiming άǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ 

present when human beings are being influenced so that their actual somatic and 

mental realizations are below their potential realizationsΦέ  IŜ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎΥ 

άΧ we are rejecting the narrow concept of violence - according to which 
violence is somatic incapacitation, or deprivation of health, alone (with killing as 
the extreme form), at the hands of an actor who intends this to be the 
consequence.  If this were all violence is about, and peace is seen as its 
negation, then too little is rejected when peace is held up as an ideal.  Highly 
unacceptable social orders would still be compatible with peŀŎŜέ (Galtung, 
1969; p. 168). 

Galtung (1969) continues by defining a myriad of ways in which a broad definition of 

violence captures what the narrow, physical/direct violence definition does not.  He 

talks specifically about injustices related to avoidable, uneven distribution of wealth, 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōǳǊŘŜƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ άǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΦέ  

Galtung explains that this type of violence may not even emerge in a news report that 

could be captured by a more fine-tuned BAR scale, as: 

άThe object of personal violence perceives the violence, usually, and may 
complain - the object of structural violence may be persuaded not to perceive 
this at all. Personal violence represents change and dynamism - not only ripples 
on waves, but waves on otherwise tranquil waters. Structural violence is silent, 
it does not show - it is essentially static, it is the tranquil waters.  In a static 
society, personal violence will be registered, whereas structural violence may be 
seen as about as natural as the air around us.  Conversely: in a highly dynamic 
society, personal violence may be seen as wrong and harmful but still somehow 
congruent with the order of things, whereas structural violence becomes 
apparent because it stands out like an enormous rock in a creek, impeding the 
free flow, creating all kinds of eddies and turbulencesέ (Galtung, 1969; p. 173). 



P a g e | 14 

 

 
 

Thus, even when there are profound injustices surrounding water allocation and 

infrastructure within a country, the sub-state status of the groups involved combined 

with the non-direct nature of the structural violence means that most of these actions 

do not register on the BAR scale.  Direct violence registers as an event, while structural 

violence is an ongoing process (Galtung, 1990; p. 294).  Thus, it is helpful to picture 

violence as an iceberg; direct violence is the visible point above the water, while 

structural and cultural violence are the colossal, amorphous mass obscured beneath the 

surface. 

CƛƎǳǊŜ нΦ DŀƭǘǳƴƎΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴce as a three-part entity transposed over 
an iceberg. Photo Source: Stocktouch (2012).    

Cultural violence1 explains why structural violence happens beneath the radar.  

While structural oppression of a group may seem like it would stand out, Galtung (1990; 

                                                           
1 While the focus here is on injustice towards people via environmental decisions, cultural and 
structural violence can alsƻ ōŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ  DŀƭǘǳƴƎ  όмффлΤ ǇΦ нфпύ ǇƻǎŜǎΣ άHow 
about violence against nature? There is the direct violence of slashing, burning, etc., as in a war. 
The structural form of such violence would be more insidious, not intended to destroy nature but 
nevertheless doing so: the pollution and depletion associated with modern industry, leading to 
dying forests, ozone holes, global warming, and so on. What happens is transformation of nature 
through industrial activity, leaving non-degradable residues and depleting non-renewable 
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ǇΦ нфмύ ǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƭƻƻƪΣ ŜǾŜƴ 

feel, right - ƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƴƻǘ ǿǊƻƴƎΦέ  IŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ άŀƴȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

culture that can be used to legitimize violence in its direct or structural foǊƳΣέ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ 

ŜǾŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴƎǊŀƛƴŜŘ άƛƴǾŀǊƛŀƴǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ όDŀƭǘǳƴƎΣ мффл; p. 294).  

¢ƘǳǎΣ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜ Ŏŀƴ άƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅέ- because of cultural violence- ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΣ 

well-being, identity, and/or freedom- i.e. perpetuate structural violence while never 

causing a blip on the BAR scale. 

άStructural violenceέ is not a term one hears often, even amongst activists and 

human rights campaigners. Instead, we much more frequently use the term social 

justice (or injustice), which Galtung confirms. Social justice issues linked to the 

management of natural resources are referred to as environmental justice (EJ), a term 

ǿƛǘƘ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфслΩǎ /ƛǾƛƭ wƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ but  gained traction 

in 1994, when President Bill Clinton issued Executive Order 12898 requiring federal 

agencies to adapt EJ strategies (EPA, 2012; Executive Order 12898).  The EPA adapted 

strategies to incorporate EJ into agency functions, producing a strategy report that 

included a working definition of environmental justice:  

ά9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ WǳǎǘƛŎŜ [is] the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all 
people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the 
development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, 
regulations, and policies. Fair Treatment means no group of people should bear 
a disproportionate burden of environmental harms and risks, including those 
resulting from the negative environmental consequences of industrial, 
governmental, and commercial operations or programs and policiesέ (EPA, 
2011; p. 3). 

The άŦŀƛǊ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘέ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ of the definition is phrased in the negative, but we can 

rephrase it in the inverse to define environmental justice ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ άƴƻ ƎǊƻǳǇΧ 

bear[ing] a disproportionate burden of environmental harms and risksΣέ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ άŜǉǳŀƭ 

access to environmental benefits to meet basic human needs.έ Equal access to benefits, 

of course, is a political minefield in a highly individualistic and capitalist society such as 

the United States. However, the EPA Environmental Justice 2014 report continues to say 

                                                                                                                                                               
resources, combined with a world-encompassing commercialization that makes the 
consequences non-visible to the perpetrators. Two powerful structures at work, indeed, 
legitimized by economic growth.  The buzzword 'sustainable economic growth' may prove to be 
yet another form of cultural violence.έ 
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άLƴ ǘƘŜ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ 9t! Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

concept of fair treatment to include not only the consideration of how burdens are 

distributed across all populationsΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙƻǿ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘέ ό9t!Σ нлммΤ оύΦ  

The concept of environmental justice has since expanded into the international 

ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƳŀǘŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ 9t!Ωǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 

9WΦ [ƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ 9t!Ωǎ нлмп ǊŜǇƻǊǘ, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

includes both environmental costs and benefits in its definition of environmental justice: 

άIn general, environmental justice seeks to ensure that authorities fairly allocate 
and regulate scarce resources to ensure that the benefits of environmental 
resources, the costs associated with protecting them, and any degradation that 
occurs (i.e. all the benefits and burdens) are equitably shared by all members of 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ (Shelton & Kiss, 2005). 

Both the EPA and UNEP define EJ as the equitable distribution of environmental costs 

and benefits. This supports the notion that the distribution of negative impacts and the 

distribution of environmental benefits are both important aspects of achieving 

environmental justice. 

Participation: The Crux of Environmental Justice  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ 9t!Ωǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

implies some kind of representative public participation.  The EPA claims (2013) that EJ 

άǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŜƴƧƻȅǎ ǘhe same degree of protection from 

environmental and health hazards, and equal access to the decision-making process to 

have a healthy environment in which to ƭƛǾŜΣ ƭŜŀǊƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪΦέ What do they mean 

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ άƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ άŜǉǳŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ to the decision-making 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέΚ ¢ƘŜ 9W нлмп ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŜǎΥ  

 άMeaningful Involvement means that: (1) potentially affected community 
members have an appropriate opportunity to participate in decisions about a 
proposed activity that will affect their environment and/or health; (2) the 
ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΤ όоύ ǘƘŜ 
concerns of all participants involved will be considered in the decision-making 
process; and (4) the decision makers seek out and facilitate the involvement of 
those potentially affectedέ ό9t!Σ нлммΤ оύ.  

Simply put, the EPA proposes that public participation processes are necessary for just 

decision-making, and beyond that, community concerns should be considered and 

should influence the decision-making process.  
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Likewise, the UNEP encapsulates public participation and environmental justice 

ƳƻǊŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ƭŀǿΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦b9tΣ άThe constituent 

elements of environmental rule of law can be said to include, inter alia, adequate and 

implementable laws, access to justice and information, public participation, 

accountability, transparency, liability for environmental damage, fair and just 

ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎέ ό¦b9!Σ нлмпύΦ Environmental rule of law, including 

public participation, is promoted as the means by which EJ can be addressed (UNEA, 

2014). The UNEP defines public participation very broadly to include anyone who may 

be affected by an environmental decision or action. Specifically, the UNEP lists: 

άPublic participation is based on the right of those who may be affected to have 
a say in the determination of their environmental future. Depending on the 
jurisdiction, this may include foreign citizens and residents. In the EIA context, 
the public typically incorporates all stakeholders including communities, 
women, children, indigenous people, non-governmental organizations, other 
State and non-State institutionsέ (Shelton & Kiss, 2005). 

Notably, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and foreign interests are included in 

this definition. The UNEP highlights the role of NGOs in particular as a catalyst for 

participation:  

άΧNGOs may compile data, seek to influence legislation, intervene in decisions 
on licensing or permitting projects, and monitor compliance with environmental 
laws. With these roles and because of their greater means, expertise, and 
organized efforts, NGOs often can more effectively assert public rights of 
information and participationέ (Shelton & Kiss, 2005). 

Participation as a value has also been promoted within the world of transboundary 

ǿŀǘŜǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŜ όL¦/bύΩǎ 

ά{ƘŀǊŜέ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ {ŀŘƻŦŦ et al. ŀǎǎŜǊǘΣ άtŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳƛƭŘǎ ǘǊǳǎǘΣ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 

understanding among stakeholders ς the value of this process cannot be overstated. 

Participation clarifies goals, enhances effectiveness, diminishes conflicts and is essential 

to sustaining cooperative transboundary water management (Sadoff, Greiber, Smith, & 

Bergkamp, 2008; pp. 86). 

However, Sadoff et al. point out that it is important to distinguish between passive 

and active participation; merely informing the public what the policymakers or 

administrators plan to do is passive and not true engagement (Sadoff et al., 2008; 44). 

Active participation, conversely, requires interaction between the decision makers and 
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the stakeholders, and exists on a spectrum (Sadoff et al., 2008; 44).  This spectrum (see 

Table 1) ƛǎ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлмл L¦/b άbŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜέ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ 5ƻǊŜΣ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 

Smith (2010; pp. 25-26) explain that the lower, token forms of collaboration are 

inadequate, as public input can be easily dismissed or ignored.  At the far other end, the 

authors recognize that full stakeholder empowerment (handing the decision to the 

stakeholders) is often impossible within the various forms of government that already 

have a decision-making authority in place.   

bƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέ όƘŜǊŜ 

referred to as collaboration) as a necessary component of achieving desirable outcomes 

related to transboundary water (Dore et al., 2010; pp. 23-26).  They state: 

ά/ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŜǊ 
disputes and decisions, but it offers a way of accommodating the diverse 
interests and perspectives that inspire those passions in processes for finding 
ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿŀȅǎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΧ  {ǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 
recognize that because of the complexity of water, outcomes are likely to be 
less desirable and problems inflated by acting in isolation. They recognize that a 
preferable track is to work with others to find options that are mutually 
ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜέ ό5ƻǊŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлΤ p. 23). 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 9t!Ωǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άŎƻƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ,έ the IUCN 

reports suƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊǳŜ άmeaningful involvementέ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ 9W Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ Ŧŀƭƭǎ 

closer to collaboration (or in rare cases, empowering) on the public participation 

spectrum (Sadoff et al., 2008; Dore et al. 2010).  
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Table 1. Public participation spectrum.  Source: Dore, Robinson, & Smith, (2010).   

Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 

Goal of participation  

To provide the 
public with 
balanced and 
objective 
information to 
assist them in 
understanding 
the problems, 
alternatives, 
and solutions  

To obtain public 
feedback on 
analysis 
alternatives 
and/or 
solutions  

To work directly 
with the public 
throughout the 
process to 
ensure that 
public issues 
and concerns 
are consistently 
understood 
and considered  

To partner with 
the public in 
each aspect of 
the decision 
including the 
development of 
alternatives and 
the 
identification of 
preferred 
solutions  

To place final 
decision 
making in the 
hands of the 
public  

Promise to public participants 

We will keep 
you informed.  

We will keep 
you informed, 
listen to and 
acknowledge 
your concerns, 
and provide 
feedback on 
how public 
input 
influenced the 
decision.  

We will work 
with you to 
ensure that 
your issues and 
concerns are 
directly 
reflected in the 
alternatives 
developed and 
provide 
feedback on 
how public 
input 
influenced the 
decisions.  

We will look to 
you for direct 
advice and 
innovation in 
formulating 
solutions and 
incorporate 
your advice and 
recommendatio
ns into the 
decision to the 
maximum 
extent possible.  

We will 
implement 
what you 
decide.  

Examples of participation tools 

Fact sheets, 
websites, open 
houses  

Public 
comment, focus 
groups, surveys, 
public hearings  

Workshops, 
deliberative 
polling, MSPs 
and associated 
tools, such as 
scenario 
building and 
exploration  

Citizen advisory 
committees, 
MSPs including 
consensus-
building 
processes  

Citizen juries, 
ballots, 
delegated 
decisions, 
Multi-
Stakeholder 
Processes 
(MSPs), etc.  
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Positive & Negative Peace 

wŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ DŀƭǘǳƴƎΩǎ όмфсфύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜŀŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ 

see now that the multifaceted definition of violence requires a corresponding 

multifaceted definition of peace.  Galtung (1969) divides peace into positive peace and 

negative peace.   Negative peace refers to the common perception of peace as the 

absence of physical, direct violence (e.g. ceasefire).  Positive peace, on the other hand, 

is the absence of structural violence.  To use more common terms, positive peace is the 

achievement of social (or in our case, environmental) justice. Galtung illustrates this 

concept simply in a graph: 

 

 

Figure 3. Extended concepts of violence and peace. Source: Galtung (1969). 

¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜέ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ǘƻ Daltung; it is a term used frequently 

to describe active achievement or acceptance of some value.  For instance, positive 

psychology stems from Abram aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǎ άŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƛŘŜΤ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƴΩǎ 

shortcomings, his illnesses, his sins, but little about his potentialities, his virtues, his 
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achievablŜ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻǊ Ƙƛǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƘŜƛƎƘǘέ όaŀǎƭƻǿΣ 1987; p. 354). He 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎΣ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ǎƘŀƪŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŦǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾƛǎƳΣ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǇŀǎǎƛǾƛǘȅΣ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǇŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Ƙƛs 

ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΣ Ƙƛǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴƴŜǊ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΧ  {ƻŎƛŀƭ 

institutions, and indeed culture itself, are customarily studied as shapers, forcers, 

inhibitors, rather than as need gratifiers, happiness producers, self-actualization 

fostereǊǎέ όaŀǎƭƻǿΣ 1987; p. 376).  In the same way, focusing only on negative peace in 

ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ aŀǎƭƻǿ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ άƭƻǿ-ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎέ; it 

limits our discussion to only the worst of the obvious bad (i.e. wars over water) rather 

than on achieving the positive (e.g. human rights, Millennium Development Goals). 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ άǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜέ ŀƴŘ άƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜέ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

freedom and liberty.  This is a hot point of discussion for libertarians, and Aaron Powell 

writes ƻƴ ŀ ƭƛōŜǊǘŀǊƛŀƴ ōƭƻƎ ǘƘŀǘ άƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ŦǊƻƳΣέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

ƭƛōŜǊǘȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻέΧ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜτthough 

ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǊƻǳƎƘ ƻƴŜτis to see negative liberty as being about the absence 

of external limits, while positive liberty is about the absence of internal ƭƛƳƛǘǎέ όtƻǿŜƭƭΣ 

2012). In this case, internal limits are structural injustices leading to poverty and other 

disadvantages that limit the potential of individuals.  Applied to water, these internal 

limits are manifested as poverty, loss of fish stocks for livelihood, displacements for 

large water projects, lack of sanitation, disproportionate exposure to waterborne 

disease, and the degradation of cultural or spiritually significant places and practices.  In 

each of these cases, no one is physically barring a certain person from a subpopulation 

from achieving basic human rights; however, the disproportionate negative 

consequences (environmental injustices) borne by the individual limit his or her capacity 

to achieve basic human rights (survival, security, dignity, social and cultural needs, 

freedom of spiritual practice, etc.). 
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The negative of looking only at negative peace  

Worryingly, many practitioners2 and academics write off social and environmental 

justice as too lofty of goals, stating that humankind has not yet managed to end war and 

genocide, thus centering direct violence (and negative peace) as the top priority. A 

meta-analysis of 50 years of two prominent peace research publications revealed that 

negative peace has always been the primary focus, though intrastate and non-state 

violence have increased in prominence (Gleditsch, Nordkvelle, & Strand, 2014). 

Cooperation is studied as a means to reduce the probability of direct violence, but 

positive peace as a means of addressing structural violence has represented a marginal 

voice in the literature (Gleditsch et al., 2014). 

Likewise, water has become securitized- linked with high politics and top officials 

rather than the low politics of citizŜƴǎΩ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ όDǊŀŜƎŜǊΣ мффсύΦ DǊŀŜƎŜǊ όмффсύ 

argues that this securitization makes it easier for politicians to devote their attention to 

environmental issues, but it also truncates the range of tools and solutions available. 

The act of achieving negative peace in a basin requires great effort and political capital 

from the negotiating parties and international community; adding additional human 

rights issues or trying to address systematic environmental injustices among populations 

within countries might cause the negotiation to break down.  Should we as water 

conflict practitioners accept limiting our sights to an interim solution that deals with 

cooperation but not injustices? Is an agreement that prevents direct violence but allows 

(or institutionally bolsters) the continuation of injustices better than no agreement at 

all?  

Water policy scholars confirm this trend of structural and cultural violence in water 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  ²ŀǊƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ½Ŝƛǘƻǳƴ όнллуΤ ǇΦ ултύ ŎƭŀƛƳΣ ά¢ƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿŀǊ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ 

mean ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǇŜŀŎŜΩΦ  {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

treaty or some form of cooperation over transboundary water does not mean the 

ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΦ  /ƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅΧέ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ 

                                                           
2 Evidence suggests that elites from highly developed countries are more likely to prioritize 
negative peace over positive peace, while elites from less developed countries are more likely to 
prioritize positive peace (Sylvester, 1980). Thus, the securitization of water may be a Western-
imposed value. 



P a g e | 23 

 

 
 

concept of hydrohegemony as a country that uses tactics of coercion and consent to 

make itself the most powerful among supposed equals, propagating their legitimacy as 

top dog by steering the agenda, controlling the discourse, and by imposing a culture 

where the oppressed accept their lot (Warner & Zeitoun, 2008; pp. 805-06; Zeitoun & 

Allan, 2008; p. 9).  Once power asymmetries are in place surrounding water 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜκŀƭƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪΣ ŀƴŘ άInteraction over water issues 

set within a context of structural power asymmetry is qualifiably and substantially 

different than when ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭŜǾŜƭέ ό²ŀǊƴŜǊ ϧ ½ŜƛǘƻǳƴΣ нллуΤ ǇǇΦ улр-

06). 

Warner and Zeitoun go on to call for a multi-layered approach when examining 

power relations in water resource governance.  They highlight the importance of not 

only international power disparities, but also sub-state power dynamics, claiming, 

άΧState actors may collude with each other at the expense of subnational actors, calling 

attention to the locally exploitative aspects of international water policies. [This] point 

recalls the relevancy of the African proverb that άƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘǎ 

fight or make love; in all cases, the grass beneath ǘƘŜƳ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎέέ (Warner & Zeitoun, 

2008; p. 808). 

Again, this illustrates how the securitized water/negative peace perspective is the 

low-ceiling approach to water conflict management.  What if, instead of causing 

transboundary agreements to disintegrate, achieving positive peace leads to long-term 

resilience for both positive and negative peace? By extension, what if achieving human 

rights is the key to achieving world peace? Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., in his 1963 Letter 

ŦǊƻƳ .ƛǊƳƛƴƎƘŀƳ WŀƛƭΣ ǎŀƛŘΣ άInjustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We 

are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. 

Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.έ .ȅ YƛƴƎΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎΣ ƻǳǊ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ 

wellbeing is interdependent, and thus, global peace rests on unmasking and ending 

injustice everywhere. However, Galtung (1969; 184) warns against pitting positive and 

negative peace against one another:   

άΧtoo much research emphasis on one aspect of peace tends to rationalize 
ŜȄǘǊŜƳƛǎƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ŜȄǘǊŜƳƛǎƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘΧ ²ƘŜn put into practice both 
may easily develop into well-known social orders where neither of the two 
aspects of peace are realized: gross social injustice is maintained by means of 
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highly manifest personal violence. The regime usually tries to maintain a status 
quo, whether it means forceful maintenance of traditional social injustice that 
may have lasted for generations, or the forceful maintenance of some new type 
of injustice brought in by an attempt to overthrow the old system.έ  

Yet, while extremism is not preferable, neither is a middle-of-the-road course.  

Galtung (1969; 184) asserts:  

άEfforts to avoid both personal and structural violence may easily lead to accept 
one of them, or even both. Thus, if the choice is between righting a social wrong 
by means of personal violence or doing nothing, the latter may in fact mean that 
one supports the forces behind social injustice. And conversely: the use of 
personal violence may easily mean that one gets neither long-term absence of 
violence nor justiceΦέ 

Thus, practitioners who ignore environmental justice in favor of a more securitized 

discussion of water and direct violence are complicit in injustice. In his Letter from 

Birmingham Jail, Dr. King calls out these moderates: 

"I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the... great stumbling 
block in [the] stride toward freedom is... [the] moderate, who is more devoted 
to "order" than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of 
tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly 
says: ΨI agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your 
methods of direct actionΩ; who paternalistically believes he can set the 
timetable for another man's freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time 
and who constantly advises the [oppressed] to wait for a Ψmore convenient 
season.Ωέ3 

In his letter, King criticizes those who would rather put justice on the back burner to 

avoid the discomfort of tension and who blamed him, as an activist, for creating tension:  

"Actually, we who engage in nonviolent direct action are not the creators of 
tension. We merely bring to the surface the hidden tension that is already 
alive... injustice must be exposed, with all the tension its exposure creates, to 
the light of human conscience and the air of national opinion before it can be 
cured." 

Continuing to study conflict only manifested in its direct, physical form would 

perpetuate the hydrohegemonic powers that rely on this system of quiet oppression to 

maintain their control.  Doing so puts us in consort with the privileged moderates who 

were unwilling to endure the discomfort of standing up for justice.  

                                                           
3 Paraphrased slightly for generality. 
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However, Galtung (1969; 185-85) proposes that we should not jump to pick a camp 

or pass judgment, but rather, look for intersections where positive and negative peace 

can coexist. Like Maslow, he suggests looking at the positive advances (rather than 

focusing on the negative) in dissociative and associative nonviolence, theories of 

egalitarian organization, participation, and collaboration (Galtung, 1969; 186).  He 

concludes: 

άΧ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƻǳōƭŜ Ǝƻŀƭ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ - that peace research is concerned 
with the conditions for promoting both aspects of peace - there is no reason to 
believe that the future will not bring us richer concepts and more forms of social 
action that combine absence of personal violence with fight against social 
injustice once sufficient activity is put into research and practice. There are 
more than enough people willing to sacrifice one for the other - it is by aiming 
for both that peace researŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴέ όDŀƭǘǳƴƎΣ мфсфΤ мусύΦ 

In sum, literature in peace studies and water politics suggests that conflict and 

cooperation are much more complex than the dualistic, direct violence-centric BAR scale 

implies.  While the Basins at Risk study opened the door for a myriad of research on 

water interactions, it would be over-simplistic and perhaps dangerous to rely on this 

ǎŎŀƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘǊǳŜ άǇŜŀŎŜέ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ DŀƭǘǳƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ 

imposition- whether direct, structural, or cultural- ƻƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  L ǎŀȅ άŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōȅ ½Ŝƛǘƻǳƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ 

remedy suggested by Wolf et al. - institutional capacity (treaties, etc.)- is the culprit that 

solidifies unjust, hegemonic power dynamics that oppress states and subnational 

populations.   

aȅ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ DŀƭǘǳƴƎΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ŀƛƳƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ 

positive and negative peace. I will work to expose and understand environmental 

justice/injustices surrounding water resources decisions and management institutions. 

Furthermore, I will combine negative peace methods in transboundary water conflict 

research (i.e. the BAR scale) with positive peace (environmental justice) concepts, 

creating a new framework for understanding environmental justice and addressing it in 

a way that is compatible with- rather than incoherent to or overshadowed by- the 

securitized water paradigm. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Underpinnings  

Nature-Society Geography 

This dissertation represents Political Ecology within the field of Geography. First, my 

focus on marginalized communities and environmental justice situates my study with 

many others in the field of Political Ecology. Drawing on the London Water Research 

Group (LWRG) critical research on transboundary water webs and interactions, I am 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άǿŀǘŜǊ ǿŀǊǎέ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ άǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ όŜΦƎΦ ŀ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀƴǎōoundary 

structure may disenfranchise a minority group and hinder its ability to achieve basic 

water needs).  Second, my study is well situated within nature-society geography- part 

ƻŦ ŀ άŦƻǳǊ-ŦƛŜƭŘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέ όŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ, and 

GIScience/cartography) in 2001 (Zimmerer, 2010). Zimmerer (2010) even lists political 

ecology as one of the major nature-society themes in the Annals of the Association of 

American Geographers. My study of water policy and management institutions and how 

they affect the resources and the human communities that depend on those resources 

to meet their basic needs is firmly nature-society geography. Third, geography is useful 

in its conceptualizations of scale, and my study will expand upon current literature on 

water interactions at the national and basin levels to include sub-national interactions. 

By using various qualitative and quantitative lenses applied to various scales of analysis, 

I can gain additional insight into the web of interactions between politics and ecology. 

Political Ecology History  

Political Ecology is an interdisciplinary field with roots in geography and 

anthropology. This section will provide a brief overview of the history and major schools 

of thought in the field. I will demonstrate that political ecology goes beyond traditional 

human-environment (social-nature) relationships by including humanity as a part of, not 

ŀ ŘǳŀƭƛǎƳ ǿƛǘƘΣ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 

engagement with marginalized groups makes explicit what other fields political leanings 

are implicit (and perhaps more dangerous). Finally, I will discuss political ecology in the 

field of water resources. Particularly, I will explore how the hydro-hegemony paradigm 

reflects political ecology themes and ideals. Through this discussion, I will demonstrate 
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the necessity of further political ecological research related to transboundary water 

interactions. 

Russian aristocrat and geographer Peter Alexeivich Kropotkin was arguably the first 

political ecologist (Robbins, 2004). His research in the Russian Far East led him to an 

understanding that species survival is continued through cooperation, organization 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŀƛŘΦ IŜ ǊŜƴƻǳƴŎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘƛǘƭŜΣ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŀ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜέ 

anarchist political position, and tried to dismantle the hierarchic systems in both society 

and science (Robbins 2005). His focus on production, archival and field based research, 

the disenfranchised, and traditional ecological knowledge set the stage for what 

eventually became Political Ecology. 

In the early 20th century, some geographers and anthropologists moved away from 

positivist and post-positivist orientations and began to adopt a critical approach to 

research. Researchers like Humboldt, Reclus, Wallace, and Sommerville brought up 

themes of degradation, sustainability, and human transformation of the earth. Hazards 

research followed, and the critical examination of hazards through an early political-

ecological perspective led to the emergence of environmental justice (Robbins 2005).   

At a time when quantitative, positivist/post-positivist approaches were being 

pushed in the social sciences, including geography, Carl Sauer insisted that human-

environment research required a normative, landscape perspective including fieldwork, 

which is now a critical part of Political Ecology.  Finally, Julian Steward posed the idea 

that human interaction with nature influences how nature impacts social and cultural 

order. His students Mintz and Wolf went on to crystallize what became Political Ecology 

(Robbins 2005).  

In the mid-twentieth century, common property theory, green materialism, peasant 

studies, feminism, critical environmental history, studies of power and the production of 

knowledge, and a transition to large global interactions between people and the 

environment (climate change, deforestation, conservation efforts, etc.) provided all of 

the tools needed for a true Political Ecology to solidify. Zimmerer (2010) conducted a 

retrospective on nature-society geography trajectories in the Annals of the Association 

of American Geographers, and found that Political Ecology became a mainstream 

category of social-nature geography in the 1990s and 2000s. Nature-society geography 



P a g e | 28 

 

 
 

ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ άŦƻǳǊ-ŦƛŜƭŘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέ όŀƭƻƴƎ with human geography, physical 

geography, and GIScience/cartography) in 2001 (Zimmerer, 2010). In this new field, 

tƛŜǊǎ .ƭŀƛƪƛŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƛǘŜŘ όŜΦƎΦ !ŘŀƳǎΣ нллмΤ CƻǊǎȅǘƘΣ нллуΤ tŀǳƭǎƻƴΣ DŜȊƻƴΣ ϧ 

Watts, 2003; Walker, 2006) as foundational in the field, moving the discussion from 

Marxist to neo-Marxist, focusing on constructivist approach that engaged policy. 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 9ŎƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳΣ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǊƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ 

approach to create new narratives that engage with politics and policy (Walker, 2006; 

Walker, 2007). 

Four primary thesis in Political Ecology are degradation and marginalization, 

environmental conflict, conservation and control, and environmental identity and social 

movement (Robbins, 2004). Each of these focus on human-nature interactions (with 

humanity as part of nature), non-linear power dynamics, and the importance of scale in 

analysis. Rather than blaming land degradation on local people, it takes into account the 

broader regional and global political and economic context that shape these outcomes. 

Additionally, environmental conflicts are part of broader politics and power dynamics. 

Likewise, conservation efforts in the name of sustainability or preserving nature are a 

form of transnational enclosure that disembed and disempower local communities 

(Robbins, 2004ύΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 9ŎƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜƴ 

disenfranchised communities wield power in a web of interactions, demonstrating 

complementarity in power dynamics (Robbins, 2004; Kull, 2002).  

Political Ecology strives ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜ άǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέ ŀƴŘ άǇƻƭƛŎȅέ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ άŜŎƻƭƻƎȅΦέ 

Traditional human-environment studies focus on understanding phenomenon from a 

positivist or post-positivist perspective for the purpose of better management or control 

of nature (Castree, 2001). Even Resilience Theory, which is notable for its discussion of 

both scale and social-ecological systems, focuses more on physical phenomena and how 

they are influenced by human management systems than it does on the interactions of 

society and nature within a web of mutuality.  A major problem is that these studies of 

human-environment interactions and social-ecological systems ignore that despite a 

stated political neutrality, their research questions, method formulations, and 

conclusions are all based on constructions of society and nature with built-in hegemonic 

concepts and political assertions.  
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Political ecology reverses this trend by placing the politics on the table- critically 

examining assumptions and constructs (Castree, 2000). Rather than asserting that there 

ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƪƴƻǿƴΣ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 9ŎƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ-constructivist approach 

recognizes that there are a plurality of realities, asserting instead that we should break 

down hegemonic and oppressive discourses and replacing them with new constructions 

(Forsyth, 2008). Critiques of Political Ecology further this idea that researchers in the 

field are compelled to be political activists and to interact with policymakers, and thus, it 

is critical that the field move away from critical (alone) research and towards 

constructivist research that generates co-created narratives written for non-academics 

in a language that they can understand (Walker, 2006; Walker, 2007). 

This problem of critique without constructive action is the same problem faced by 

the pseudo-Political Ecologists in the transboundary water community. The next section 

explores confluences and departures between hydro-hegemony research and Political 

Ecology, and it suggests ways that I intend for my research to overcome problems in 

both fields. 

Political Ecology in Transboundary Water  

This section briefly explores the confluence between the hydro-hegemony research 

coming from the London Water Research Group (LWRG) with the field of political 

ecology. Particularly, I discuss two similarities: 1) both deal with power dynamics and 

ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ нύ ōƻǘƘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ άǿŜōέ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƧŜŎǘǎ ƭƛƴŜŀǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘǳŀƭƛǎƳǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

affirming complementarity in multidirectional interactions within transboundary water 

interactions. However, there are also two notable differences I discuss: 1) hydro-

hegemony theory does not adequately account for scale that includes the sub-national 

level, and 2) hydro-hegemony remains a critical rather than constructivist approach. 

Finally, I conclude with a brief discussion of how my research will help to close these 

gaps. 

Upon first examination from a Political Ecological perspective, the hydro-hegemony 

research of the LWRG uses much of the same language as Political Ecology.4 They reject 

dualisms, particularly targeting the work of Wolf, Yoffe, and Giordano on the Basins at 

                                                           
4 And is subject to the same criticism about using complex terminology unintelligible to the 
populations that need the information (Farnum, 2014; Walker, 2007). 
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Risk project for its conceptualization of conflict and cooperation as singular events on an 

either-or continuum rather than a blended scale of water interactions όƭƛƪŜ aƛǊǳƳŀŎƘƛΩǎ 

TWINS matrix). Notably, they assert that the use of cooperation as the opposite of 

ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƛǘ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ άƎƻƻŘέ ƻǊ άōŜǘǘŜǊέ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

arrangements may be very negative or oppressive to various states (Hanasz, 2013; 

Warner & Zeitoun, 2008; Zeitoun, Mirumachi, & Warner, 2011). The LWRG proposes 

that power is exercised by hegemonic states in transboundary water interactions in 

order to pressure non-dominant states into cooperative arrangements that 

disproportionally advantage the hegemon (Zeitoun & Allen, 2008). These arrangements 

ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ άŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘǳŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ Ǉƭǳǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

war, sanctions, or threats; however, it actually represents structural violence and 

oppression (e.g. Galtung, 1969). Non-hegemon states cope with the arrangement, 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŦƻƻŘ όάǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǿŀǘŜǊέύ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ƻŦŦ 

ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ ½Ŝƛǘƻǳƴ ϧ !ƭƭŜƴ όнллуύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ άIgnoring the role of power 

in transboundary water management and allocation would be as irrational as ignoring 

ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŀ ǊƛǾŜǊ ōŜŘΩǎ ŦǊƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳƻŘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘ 

transport.έ 

Additionally, discourse and constructed knowledge are major themes in the LWRG 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ ½Ŝƛǘƻǳƴ ϧ ²ŀǊƴŜǊ όнллсύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƘƛŜŦ 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ƎŜǘǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿέ- invoking the classical definition of 

politics. They discuss ideational power- the power to shape perceptions and preferences 

in a way that makes the oppressed group internalize their situation and erase any 

potential grievances towards the hydro-hegemon (Zeitoun & Allen, 2008; Warner, 

Zeitoun, & Mirumachi, 2013). This is done through the skillful use of discourse and 

hegemonic tŜǊƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ άǿŀǘŜǊ ǿŀǊǎέΣ L²waΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƻƴ 

lives of their own as cultural touchstones (Trottier, 2014; Farnum, 2014). An example of 

this is declared cooperation between Israel and Palestine that was essentially the same 

oppressive relationship wrapped in a fancy-looking package with nice-sounding 

catchphrases (Selby, 2003; Selby, 2013).   The most recent work on hydro-hegemony 

discusses mechanisms of resistance/counter-hydrohegemony (coercive, leverage, and 

liberating) and mechanisms to produce compliance with the hydro-hegemon (coercive, 
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utilitarian, normative, and ideological), which furthers the notion that power is 

exercised through control of discourse (Zeitoun et al., 2014). 

This last study also illustrates how the negotiation of power relationships 

(complementarity) are multidirectional; the oppressed are not simply at the bottom end 

of a linear hierarchy. Political Ecology rejects this kind of top-down, cause-effect style 

dualism to see society and nature as part of a web of interactions (e.g. Castree, 2000). 

Interestingly, web imagery is also employed in hydro-hegemony research to 

demonstrate the interconnections between water, climate, human, energy, food, and 

national security issues (Zeitoun, 2011). Rather than simply looking at effects of a policy 

on X (a state, a population, another dimension of security), both hydro-hegemony and 

Political Ecology look for interactions. For instance, Kull (2002) demonstrates that in the 

face of a criminalized policy against burning (a common method to maintain pastures 

and forests or to prepare fields for crops), locals in Madagascar found a plethora of ways 

to negotiate their situation- ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ άŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ-ǘŀƪƛƴƎέ όŜΦƎΦ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ 

ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎΣ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ǝƻǘ άƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƘŀƴŘέΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎƛǘȅΣ ŜǘŎΦύ ǘƻ 

continue burning in spite of the policy. Women fieldworkers working for an NGO tasked 

with engaging women in a participatory research project (which they knew would be 

ignored by their male colleagues) subverted their roles by doing a poor job or by telling 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎ όhΩwŜƛƭƭȅΣ нллсύΦ Lƴ ƘȅŘǊƻ-hegemony, 

beyond resorting to virtual water, states use a variety of tactics to contest the 

hegemonic arrangement, from unilateral construction of water infrastructure (e.g. 

ŘŀƳǎύ ǘƻ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ όƳǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ YǳƭƭΩǎ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ-taking), to 

producing new constructions of how the basin should operate (which undermines the 

legitimacy of the existing structure) (Zeitoun et al., 2014). 

Despite these similarities, there are two important differences between hydro-

ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 9ŎƻƭƻƎȅΦ .ƻǘƘ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ wŜōŜŎŎŀ CŀǊƴǳƳΩǎ όнлмпύ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ 

of the LWRG. First, there is the problem of scale. While hydro-hegemony deals with the 

national, basin-wide, and international scales, it does not grapple with sub-national 

groups or communities and how they interact with international water institutions. 

CŀǊƴǳƳ όнлмпύ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά.ǳǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ [²wD ŀǊŜ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǘƻ ǇǳǎƘ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜs and 

consider alternatives, greater attention must be paid to non-state actors (groups, 
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populations, organisations, and individuals) at sub-ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΦέ IŜǊŜΣ 

insights from Political Ecology could help the transboundary water field get past their 

tendency to ignore what happens below the level of the nation state. Second, hydro-

hegemony research remains a critical approach that deconstructs and critiques the 

existing structure without offering constructive alternatives.5 Farnum (2014) sŀȅǎ άIf 

academics do not purposefully engage with the voices of the marginalised, or if 

advocacy fails to do so, theory is yet another avenue through which the most vulnerable 

ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΦέ {ƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ [²wD ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻn in 

creating and maintaining hegemonic concepts, to leave the Ivory Tower to interact with 

the populations they intend to help, to write accessibly, and to generate new 

constructions rather than stopping at the critique of the existing. 

I conclude with just ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ L ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ CŀǊƴǳƳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ 

through my research. First, my study includes multiple scales including the sub-national. 

I focus on the Mekong Basin, encompassing the local to basin-wide scale, as well as the 

regional and international context in which it exists. Second, I intend for the Integrated 

Basins at Risk (iBAR) tool to be a path towards a new construction (rather than simply a 

critique) that allows policymakers and practitioners to create new narratives that 

correct inequalities and injustices within the basin. Finally, I hope to transcend the 

difficulty both Political Ecology and hydro-hegemony face with language; I intend to 

produce accessible products and outputs of my research that are created and given back 

to the population in my case study basin. 

  

                                                           
5See Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative research. In N. K. 
Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 105-117). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. for conceptualizations of paradigms in qualitative research 
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Significance  
In the Basins at Risk study, Wolf et al. (2003) determined that nearly two-thirds of 

interactions over water are cooperative. In addition, the vast majority of conflict events 

are mere verbal expressions of disapproval- not wars, not military spats, not even 

boycotts of meetings or unilateral construction of water projects. Yet, by 2011 

measurements, 2.5 billion people- 35% of the global population- still lack access to 

adequate sanitation facilities, including 1 billion people who have no access to 

sanitation at all (WHO & UNICEF 2013). Two and a half times the population of the 

United States, 768 million people, still did not have access to an improved source of 

drinking water (WHO, 2013). Diarrheal diseases linked to contaminated drinking water 

kill more than 1.5 million children under the age of five each year, and in 2012, an 

estimated 627,000 people ς 90% from Africa- died from Malaria (Black et al., 2010; 

WHO 2013). If water cooperation is the gold standard, and on the whole, water 

cooperation is happening, why do so many people lack access to basic water-related 

health and security? I refer to this rift  between apparent cooperation and remaining 

human rights discrepancies as ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƎŀǇΦΩ 

 

Figure 4. Photo. Villagers living outside Banlung, Cambodia bathe, wash clothes, and fill 
jugs of water from bamboo-tapped springs. Photo Source: Watson (2014). 



P a g e | 34 

 

 
 

Notably, the BAR scale does not capture human (nor environmental) suffering 

related to water beyond direct violence (e.g. military action); nor does it indicate 

whether positive outcomes (human rights, Millennium Development Goals) are 

achieved in line with cooperation.  Furthermore, the BAR scale does not capture 

hydrohegemonic actions discussed by Warner & Zeitoun (2008) that lead to 

environmental injustices (some subpopulations suffering disproportionate costs or 

harm). In fact, what looks like cooperation on the outside may actually be a 

hydrohegemon repackaging domination and exploitation by controlling the discourse 

and vocabulary (Selby, 2003). In sum, the BAR study has made great advances towards 

our understanding of water and negative peace, but it does not (nor does it claim to) 

address positive peace.  

Yet, to achieve true peace, we must address all forms of violence, pursuing both 

positive and negative peace.  Gottlieb (1999; pp. 27-28) cites not just feminists and 

environmentalists, but Martin Luther King Jr. and Gandhi as all calling for us to challenge 

injustice as a fundamental, spiritual requirement.  Gottlieb poses: 

ά!ǎ YƛƴƎ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ōƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨƛƴŜǎŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƳǳǘǳŀƭƛǘȅΩΤ ŀƴŘ 
thus our personal spiritual development leads us necessarily toward concern for 
others.  If none of us can be truly free while others are enslaved, so none of us 
can be truly enlightened or at peace if the fate of others is absent from our 
ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎΧ !ƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀŘǾƛǎŜ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ 
what we are after, we cannot achieve it by ignoring the injustice to which we, or 
ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘέ όDƻǘǘƭƛŜōΣ мфффΤ ǇΦ нуύΦ 

 At the same time, the research on hydrohegemony is largely critical rather than 

prescriptive. Critical research does a good job at challenging the privileges and 

patriarchal systems of the status quo, but generally prescribes the canonical complete 

systematic upheaval- the kind of suggestion that makes policymakers wince or roll their 

eyes- rather than providing practical solutions that bring together multiple perspectives 

for the greater common good. Thus, the Marxist and feminist scholars and 

social/environmental justice crusaders are likely the ones whose names will be left off 

the guest list, allowing the negative peace/securitized water discourse to continue to 

dominate. 

This push and pull between the status quo and revolution, between incremental 

change and transformation, reveals a deep rift between political realism and social-



P a g e | 35 

 

 
 

environmental idealism. This rift, another aspect of ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƎŀǇΩΣ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ 

between those who see the world more dualistically in favor of practical action and 

those who draw attention to injustice but become paralyzed by the complexity involved 

in addressing those injustices at a global level.  As is evident by the remaining water-

linked poverty, suffering, and injustice around the world, it is ineffective for water 

professionals and academics to exist in separate spheres of pragmatists who buy into 

the dominant paradigm (be it patriarchy or hydrohegemony) in favor of some 

άǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎέ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǎǘƭŜōƭƻǿŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ ǘŀƴƎƛble solutions.   

²ƻƭŦΩǎ όнллуύ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ άƘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ ǊƛŦǘέ 

and the notion that Westerners have separated spirituality from decision making to a 

fault, while most Eastern traditions take a more integrated, holistic view of natural 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ  IŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ άǊƛŦǘέΣ ǊŜ-integrating spirituality as a 

dimension in water conflict transformation/negotiation processes (Wolf, 2008; pp. 55-

62). Stone (2009; pp. 68-69) proposes, ά²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴship between 

sustainability and idealistic ethical principles.  They must bond.  The necessities of 

nourishing our minds and bodies and living ethically must come together in a way that 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ƘŀǊƳƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǊŘέ ό{ǘƻƴŜΣ нллфΤ ǇǇΦ су-69).   

Thus, if both positive and negative peace are integral, and if we as water scholars 

and practitioners wish to achieve both, we must work to assess and understand both. 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ DŀƭǘǳƴƎΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǿƛƴ-win solutions 

that unite positive and negative peace synergistically. I intend to help close the 

cooperation gap by both identifying ethical dilemmas embedded in structural violence 

ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ƛƴŜǉǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ άǘǊǳŜ ǇŜŀŎŜέ 

(as Galtung would call it) to people living in river basins around the world. 

 

Questions & Hypotheses  

My review of the current state of literature surrounding water resources conflict 

and cooperation related to theories of peace and environmental justice led me to 

develop the following set of questions and hypotheses related to current gaps and 

incongruences in both the literature and practice: 
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What institutional factors are associated with positive or negative human needs 

impacts related to water? 

I want to learn the mechanisms by which more attuned water resources policy and 

management can be employed to reduce human suffering and injustices and advance 

human rights. Essentially, I hope to discern leverage points to achieve water-related 

human rights (positive peace) goals. To this end, I propose that a more comprehensive 

definition of cooperation is needed- moving άbeyond cooperationέ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǿŀǘŜǊ 

peace- which spans both negative and positive peace. As an exercise in Political Ecology 

(see Forsyth, 2008), a shift to a narrative of water peace represents a politicized 

construction that deconstructs the dominant conflict/cooperation narrative and draws 

attention to structural injustices (and opportunities to address those injustices) in 

transboundary water interactions. 

1. Do negative peace (absence of violence) and positive peace (absence of structural 

violence) coexist or conflict?  

As discussed above, Galtung (1969) poses that positive peace and negative peace do 

not have to be in competition with one another; they can coexist.  I will test this 

hypothesis.  

2. What is the role of institutions (such as laws and agreements) in promoting EJ 

related to water?   

By exploring the role of institutions, I delve into the mechanisms by which 

environmental costs and benefits are distributed among basin stakeholders, illuminating 

the socio-political nature of environmental conflicts. Interestingly, the literature is 

mixed6 on the role of institutions in transboundary water conflict and cooperation.  

Wolf, Yoffe, and Giordano (2003) found that institutional capacity was a key predictor of 

cooperation as defined by the BAR study (read: negative peace).  However, Warner and 

Zeitoun (2008) Zeitoun and Allan (2008), Selby (2003), and others pose that institutions 

can make things worse from a positive peace perspective by codifying and validating 

structural injustices that lead to worse human rights outcomes for basin subpopulations.  

                                                           
6 This paradox in the literature surrounding the role of institutions represents the third rift that 
my research will address (the first two being the rift between cooperation and EJ and the rift 
between practicality and social idealism). 
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IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ CŀǊƳŜǊ όнллоύ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

structural violence, suggesting that institutions can play a role in attaining positive 

ǇŜŀŎŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŜŀŎŜΦ  !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ !ƭǘƳŀƴ όнллтύ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άDƻƻŘ 

structural interventions include legal and social regulations that take as their starting 

point imprƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭΧ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ 

ǳǇƘƻƭŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ Ƴȅ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ- affirming institutions 

are central to achieving positive peace.  Thus, I hypothesize that institutions are key to 

closing the cooperation gap between positive and negative peace outcomes; if used 

holistically and purposefully, they can serve both goals. 

3. Is there a relationship between stakeholder participation/collaboration and EJ 

outcomes?  

Galtung (1969; 186) posited that participation and collaboration are paths towards 

achieving positive and negative peace. While many academics and practitioners alike 

value collaboration and meaningful participation, I have struggled to identify in the 

literature more than anŜŎŘƻǘŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ άōŜǘǘŜǊέ 

alternative to top-down decision-making. ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ άōŜǘǘŜǊέ ŜǾŜƴ ƳŜŀƴΚ  

Sadoff et al. (2008; 74) assert that participation is critical not only to policy 

negotiation, but to the resulting management institutions:  

ά!ǎ ƛƴ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 
great influence on the nature of decisions and, just as important, on the topics 
addressed. Thus, as in negotiations, it is important that a broad range of 
interests, including government institutions and civil society organizations, have 
input not only on the solutions to problems but also on the very problems under 
consideration. Broad participation may be especially important in many 
developing country contexts where, at the local level, decisions on water and 
land resources are made through informal laws which may be overlooked in 
ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭǎΦέ 

I hypothesize that higher levels of meaningful participation (defined as both 

representative and empowering) in both water decisions and water institutions will be 

related to better justice outcomes, and lower levels of meaningful participation will be 

associated with poorer justice outcomes for sub-national communities. For the 

purposes of this study, I am not looking at relationship outcomes among participants 
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nor procedural outcomes; rather, I am focusing directly on substantive environmental 

justice outcomes related to level of participation. 

 
 

 

Figure 5. Photo. A villager living outside Banlung, Cambodia fills a jug with water from 
bamboo-tapped spring filtered with a sponge. Photo Source: Watson (2014). 

Objectives  
The goals of this study are as follows: 

1. Better understand how water relates to social/environmental justice 

2. Develop a transferrable approach for assessing justice/injustice in 

transboundary basins 

3. Glean insight on the role of institutions in securing justice and human needs 

4. Glean insight on the role of participation in securing justice and human 

needs 

5. Draw conclusions/recommendations to better achieve human needs  
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The first (#1) and last (#5) goals are the heart of the dissertation project: I wanted to 

better understand how water is connected to environmental justice (EJ) outcomes, and I 

wanted to develop practical tools and recommendations that might help water 

professionals and activists make the world a better place.  These objectives relate to my 

central questions:  

A. What institutional factors are associated with positive or negative human 

needs impacts related to water? 

B. Do negative peace (absence of violence) and positive peace (absence of 

structural violence) coexist or conflict? 

Additionally, these questions were addressed via objective #2. I developed the iBAR 

and tested it as a tool for assessing justice outcomes related to water. If it proved to be 

an insightful and user-friendly framework, it may be applied in other basins to expose 

and understand patterns of injustice. Thus, the iBAR not only helped me to understand 

environmental injustice to answer my questions; it also may be a tool that I recommend 

others use to assess and respond to injustice (objective #5, question A).  

In order to answer question A and achieve objective #5, I needed to not only learn 

about injustice related to water, but also about the role of potential tools in addressing 

that injustice.  Particularly, I was interested in how institutions (#3) and stakeholder 

participation (#4) affect environmental justice outcomes.  These objectives link with the 

following research questions: 

C. What is the role of institutions (such as laws and agreements) in promoting 

EJ related to water?   

D. Is there a relationship between stakeholder participation/collaboration and 

EJ outcomes?  

The following table (Table 2) explains briefly how each objective was addressed by the 

study. Each method will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.  
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Table 2. Objectives and related procedure. 

# Objective Procedure 

#1 
Better understand how 
water relates to 
social/environmental justice 

The iBAR was applied to code archival/event data 
in the Mekong Basin from 1994-2014. This 
created a history of water-related 
justice/injustice in the basin. Analysis of temporal 
trends and relationships shed light on water-
linked justice and positive/negative peace 
outcomes. Interviews of IGO/NGO leaders, 
conference, and panel notes enriched and added 
depth to the timeline data. 

#2 

Develop a transferrable 
approach for assessing 
justice/injustice in 
transboundary basins 

Via triangulation of Mekong Basin iBAR data 
(archival, interviews, conference/panel notes), I 
will examine whether the picture painted by the 
iBAR tool is consistent or variable. 

#3 
 Glean insight on the role of 
institutions in securing 
justice and human needs 

I coded iBAR event data for institutional affiliation 
and compared institution-linked outcomes to 
non-institution-linked justice outcomes. 
Additionally, content analysis of interview, 
conference, and panel notes illuminated themes 
and processes by which institutions affect justice 
within the Mekong Basin. 

#4 
Glean insight on the role of 
participation in securing 
justice and human needs 

I collected claims about participation from the 
archival (news articles) data with the intention of 
coding it and making comparisons, but found that 
there were not enough instances of participatory 
processes captured there to conduct semi-
quantitative analysis. However, my 
interview/conference data proved a rich source 
of information about participatory processes- or 
lack thereof- and the barriers to participation in 
the basin. I used content analysis to generate 
themes on the role of participation. 

#5 
Draw conclusions/ 
recommendations to better 
achieve human needs 

Based on my analysis and findings, I drew 
conclusions about environmental justice and 
water, facilitators and barriers to meeting water-
related human needs, the potential utility of the 
iBAR tool, and the possible role of institutions and 
participatory designs in attaining justice 
outcomes. 
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Chapter3: Case Study 

To carry out my research objectives, I opted for a case study approach. Case studies 

are ideal for exploring a topic in depth because they allow for a rich, qualitative 

description of the phenomena, particularly when those phenomena are difficult to 

quantify. Case studies also help the audience of a research project to connect more 

deeply with the topic, as examples and anecdotes facilitate visualization and 

understanding of what is being studied. However, this approach is very limited when it 

comes to generalizability; one cannot assume that because something happened one 

way in the case study, that same phenomena will occur elsewhere. Likewise, case 

studies are poor for establishing cause-effect relationships. Finally, case studies rely on 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƻǊ ƻŦ 

the people living and working in the case study site. That being said, a case study 

method was the most fitting approach for exploring environmental justice impacts and 

testing out the Integrated Basins at Risk (iBAR) approach for the first time to see what 

insight it could provide about transboundary water interactions. 

I chose the Mekong Basin as my case study. At 4,909 km, the Mekong River (Figure 

7) is the tenth largest river in the world and the heart of Southeast Asia. The 795,000-

km2 basin is shared by six countries. Three provinces in southern China fall into the 

Upper Mekong Basin (called Lancang), while the Myanmar, Lao PDR, Thailand, 

Cambodia, and Vietnam comprise the Lower Mekong. The Greater Mekong Subregion is 

home to more than 240 million people, including 100 different ethnic groups, as well as 

tremendous natural resources and biodiversity (Santasombat, 2011; 1-2). The size, 

population, and ethnic diversity in the basin make it an ideal candidate for studying 

environmental justice and human rights, as water policy and management decisions 

have the capacity to distribute costs and benefits in ways that affect large numbers of 

people and which may have disparate consequences for different groups.  
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Figure 6. Photo. In the Mekong Delta, near Can Tho, Vietnam, locals and tourists alike 
peruse a floating market. Photo Source: Watson (2014). 

 

A Brief History  
In the mid-twentieth century, two sets of studies- one by the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East (EAFE) and one by the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation- encouraged the Lower Mekong countries of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and 

Vietnam to unite in joint management of the Mekong water resources for hydropower 

and irrigation development potential. In 1957, the four countries formed the Committee 

for Coordination of Investigations of the Lower Mekong (commonly known as the 

Mekong Committee). Despite early successes, the Committee fizzled in the 1970s due to 

skepticism surrounding plans for massive mainstream dams, political tensions 

surrounding the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, and disagreements about whether 

downstream countries should have the ability to veto projects with transboundary 

impacts (Wolf & Newton, 2009). 

In the early 1990s, the region attained a level of political stability that allowed both 

the basin countries and the international community to refocus on the development 
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potential of the Mekong. In 1995, a new Mekong agreement (Cooperation for the 

Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin) that established the Mekong River 

Commission was adopted by the four downstream countries (Wolf & Newton, 2009).  

The upstream countries, China and Myanmar, did not join the agreement, but 

maintain observer status in the Commission. China proceeded unilaterally with a series 

of large dams in its portion of the basin, where the Mekong is called the Lancang. This 

development drew concern from downstream neighbors who- without China signing 

onto the Mekong agreement- have no avenue to compel China to halt construction or 

address downstream impacts (which China insists are nonexistent).  

Beyond Chinese needs for energy, Thailand is driving the demand for additional 

energy sources, inciting hydropower development in neighboring countries. 

Hydropower development occurs in Thailand as well, but with a stronger civil society 

and a bad track record with the Pak Moon Dam (considered to be a disaster), there is a 

Not In My Back Yard (NIMBY) attitude that pushes large scale hydropower outside of 

Thai borders, particularly into Laos. At the same time, critics point to oft overforecasted 

Thai energy demand and suggest that Egat (the Electricity Generating Authority of 

Thailand) estimations are a bad basis for large projects with potentially grave 

consequences downstream (J. Watson, personal interviews, 2014). 

The Water -Food-Energy -Environment Nexus & Mekong Politics  
In the Mekong, the water-food-energy-environment nexus is prominent and acutely 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŀǎƛƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

the system is closely tied to the food security of over 60 million basin residents, and 

ecological services like sediment transport are key to food production in the Delta. Yet, 

Mekong countries are proceeding with vast growth in hydropower development, with 

11 potential mainstream dams and dozens of tributary dams planned for completion by 

2030 (Orr, Pittock, Chapagain, & Dumaresq, 2012). Particularly, Laos has ambitions to 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ά.ŀǘǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀέ ōȅ ƳŀȄƛƳƛȊƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ƘȅŘǊƻǇƻǿŜǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΦ Lƴ 

2010, Laos moved forward with the first mainstem dam on the Lower Mekong- 

Xayaburi. Since then, Laos has also begun construction on a second mainstem dam at 
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Don Sahong, though it argued that the many channels in the 4,000 Islands region 

technically excepted this dam from mainstem status. 

Hydropower development decisions are a key leverage point that will determine an 

array of tradeoffs within the nexus. Losses in fisheries from mainstem dams will require 

significant land-use change and increased water use to replace lost protein sources, and 

dozens of planned tributary dams will greatly exacerbate these changes. Likely, the 

protein losses could not be adequately replaced in-basin, and countries like Cambodia 

and Vietnam would need to turn to virtual water- food imports- to meet the nutritional 

needs of the population (Orr et al., 2012). 

Beyond the high costs of Xayaburi on the environment and food security, there are 

potentially few gains. Xayaburi is being constructed near a geological fault line where 

there was a 4.7-magnitude earthquake in early 2011 and a 6.1-magnitude earthquake in 

2007 (The Nation, 2011). Furthermore, sedimentation build-up behind the dam is 

ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘ ·ŀȅŀōǳǊƛΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ōȅ сл҈ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ол ȅŜŀǊǎ 

(Fuller, 2011). The fact that Mekong developers are pushing ahead with hydropower 

development without full consideration of system-level, long-term impacts shows a gap 

in institutional capacity to address nexus-level conflicts. 

This failure of nexus-level planning highlights a problem in the Mekong where the 

right hand does not know what the left hand is doing. Cambodian and Vietnamese 

government-paid scientists do research showing severe impacts of hydropower on 

ecosystems and food security, and their government representatives oppose Xayaburi 

yet continue to sponsor hydropower development in tributaries that could have even 

greater negative impacts on food security (J. Watson personal interviews, April 2014). 

For instance, the construction of the Lower Se San 2 dam could lead to a 9.3% basin-

wide drop in fish biomass (Ziv, Baran, Nam, Rodriques-Iturbe, & Levin, 2012). 

Furthermore, there are discrepancies between sectors. The Thai government may 

support the protestors decrying the negative impacts of Xayaburi, but Thai banks and 

developers are behind the project, and Thailand that will receive the majority of the 

energy benefits from the dam. In 2014, a network of Thai citizen groups filed a lawsuit 

challenging the legality of the Xayaburi power purchase agreement, claiming that Egat 

(the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand) did not significantly account for 
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impacts of the Lao dam on Thai communities (The Nation, 2014), and these groups have 

also publically called on Thai banks (Siam Commercial, Krung Thai, Kasikorn, Bangkok 

Bank) to withdraw their financing of the project (Ganjanakhundee, 2012). This illustrates 

a nuanced water conflict that involves divergence between branches of government, 

sectors, and civic groups both within and beyond boundaries, rather than uniform 

conflict between riparian countries. 

Finally, though the MRC requires prior consultation before dam construction, the 

MRC itself has no authority to police the governments or issue penalties when 

governments fail to comply (Herbertson, 2013). Yet, the Lao government argues that the 

XayabuǊƛ 5ŀƳ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ aŜƪƻƴƎ !ƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ 

created a storm of criticism against the MRC, particularly from environmental NGOs and 

civil society groups who call the Secretariat ineffective and illegitimate if it cannot 

enforce the agreement or stop construction of the dam. 

There may not be physical violence or hostility in the wake of the dam construction; 

yet, social and environmental injustices (structural violence) may have grave 

consequences at the inter- and intra-state levels. Thus, the Mekong is a case where 

institutional capacity is present, but perhaps not strong enough to resolve nexus, inter-

scale conflicts over hydropower with social and environmental justice implications, 

suggesting that a traditional agreement or River Basin Organization is not a silver bullet 

solution to environmental justice issues related to modern water conflicts. 

Environmental Justice in the Mekong  
There is evidence that disparities exist in the Mekong Basin. Around 24.53 million 

people (72% of the population) in the Mekong Basin do not have access to either safe 

drinking water and/or UN-defined adequate sanitation (UN Habitat, 2009). Large scale 

development of the Mekong for hydropower has left poor and marginal communities- 

those who depend most critically on the Mekong for their subsistence and livelihoods- 

out of decisions and struggling to cope with massive ecological and economic changes, 

leading to increasing poverty and income inequality (Santasombat, 2011; 2).  

Santasombat (2011; 6-10) deǎŎǊƛōŜǎ άǘǊŀƴǎƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

globalization leading to more centralized planning and decision-making. This shift from 
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traditional, local management to centralized planning dis-ŜƳōŜŘǎ ǘƘŜ aŜƪƻƴƎΩǎ 

resources from the people who have managed and relied on the resources for 

generations and instead frames them as exploitable resources to fit national or 

international development goals. Referring to the boom of hydropower dam projects in 

the Mekong over the past decade, Santasombat (2011; 28) asserts: 

άΧǘƘŜ aŜƪƻƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŦŀōǊƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-

reliance and transformed into an exploitable economic resource for national 

and transnational production and development. Various countries have given a 

pre-eminent role ǘƻ ƘȅŘǊƻǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΧ ¢ƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

established public participation processes in the riparian countries also means 

that there is no level at which the public can effectively influence the planning, 

construction, or operation of most proƧŜŎǘǎΦέ 

While enclosure is done in the name of progress and development, the costs and 

benefits of the projects are distributed in a way that leaves many riverine peoples and 

the ecosystems that they rely on worse off. Essentially, this economic growth and 

development-oriented paradigm has created a hydrohegemonic discourse in which the 

interests of those in power are pursued while the rural populations are objectified, 

controlled, and treated as cogs (laborers or pawns to be moved out of the way) in the 

grand scheme (Santasombat, 2011; 35-37). In sum, the interplay between decisions, 

institutions, and environmental justice outcomes are complicated in the Mekong, 

making it an ideal case study ripe for investigation. 
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Figure 7. Map of the Mekong Basin. Source: Greater Mekong Subregion Atlas of the 
Environment, 2nd Edition (2012). 

In sum, the Mekong River is a large transboundary river that affects the lives of 

millions of people. It is at the crux of balancing globalization and economic development 

with cultǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ōŀǎƛŎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

crossfire. Studying this basin sheds light on how various institutional factors influence 

human rights outcomes, and in turn, how decision-makers can craft more just policies. 
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Chapter 4: Methodological Underpinnings  (Framework)  

Positive Water Governance (positive peace): iBAR  

 My research bridges the gap between the applied/practical research and the critical 

research. It increases our combined understanding of environmental justice in 

transboundary water management, and significantly, it works to identify strategies to 

close the gap between practicality and social idealism on the ground. Through this 

dissertation, I integrate justice and human rights measurement criteria into a 

complimentary BAR scale that can be used in transboundary basins on a variety of data 

sources (allowing for triangulation), including: news media, transboundary water 

agreements (not included in this study, but suggested for future research), and 

interviews/focus group workshops.  This scale bridges the rift between the positive and 

negative peace camps via an integrated methodology.   

I developed a modifiedΣ άƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ Basins at Riskέ (iBAR) scale that addresses the 

full range of violence via a holistic/needs approach.  The iBAR scale follow the general 

structure of the BAR scale (negative and positive ratings), but rather than escalating or 

de-escalating direct violence, this scale is based on the idea of human needs drawn from 

aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ όмфутύIƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ Needs, Eastern spiritual conceptualizations of chakras, the 

needs proposed by Galtung (1990; p.292), and the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights.  All of these needs share striking similarities, but take Galtung for example: 

ά¢ƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ōŀǎƛŎ ƴŜŜŘǎΧ ŀǊŜΥ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ όƴŜƎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ 
mortality); well-being needs (negation: misery, morbidity); identity, meaning 
needs (negation: alienation); and freedom needs (negation: repression).  The 
result is eight types of violence with some subtypes, easily identified for direct 
violence but more complex for structural violence (see Table [3])... A fifth 
ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŜΧ  LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 
satisfied, the result is ecological degradation, breakdown, imbalance.  Eco-
balance corresponds to survival + well-being + freedom + identity for human 
basic maintenance.  If not satisfied, the result is human degradation.  The sum 
ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŦƛǾŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭΣ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ϥǇŜŀŎŜϥ άόDŀƭǘǳƴƎΣ мффлΤ ǇΦнфнύΦ   
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Table 3Φ DŀƭǘǳƴƎΩǎ ¢ȅǇƻƭƻƎȅ ƻf Violence.  Exploitation A refers to dying (starving, 
disease) based on unequal exchange, while Exploitation B refers to misery (caused by 
chronic malnutrition, waterborne disease, etc.). Source: Galtung (1990). 

 

As you can see below (Figure 8)Σ aŀǎƭƻǿΩs hierarchy of needs follows a similar 

structure that ranges from basic survival and well-being needs to identity and spiritual 

needs.  Maslow (1943, 1954) expanded his hierarchy to include cognitive and aesthetic 

needs (1970a) and transcendence needs (1970b), and this adapted hierarchy is the 

primary source of the iBAR scale. To show the congruence between highly diverse 

sources, I created a table (Table 4) comparing psychology (Maslow), Maslow applied to 

water (as interpreted by Wolf 2010), the chakras (from Hindu and other Eastern spiritual 

traditions), peace studies (Galtung), anthropology (Kellert, 2005), and the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948).  

Figure 8Φ aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ IƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ bŜŜŘǎ. Source: Chapman (2001 
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Table 4. Chart comparing MaslowΩǎ IƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ bŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ chakras, human rights, and 
other theories of human needs. 

  

Maslow 
(1943, 1954, 
1970a, 
1970b) 

Wolf (2010) 
- (Maslow 
interpreted
/  applied to 
water)  Chakras 

Galtung 
(1990) Kellert (2005) 

Universal 
Declaration of 
Human Rights 
(1948) 

1 

Transcendenc
e needs: 
helping 
others to 
achieve self-
actualization.    

Crown: 
Knowingness, 
Wisdom, 
Inspiration, 
Charisma, 
Awareness, 
Higher Self, 
Meditation, 
Self 
Sacrificing, 
Visionary   

Moralistic: 
Strong affinity, 
spiritual 
reverence, 
ethical 
concern for 
nature- 
Function: 
Order and 
meaning in 
life, kinship 
and 
affiliational 
ties   

            

Art. 18: Everyone 
has the right to 
freedom of 
thought, conscience 
ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΧ ŀƴŘ 
freedom, either 
alone or in 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΧ ǘƻ 
manifest his religion 
or belief in 
teaching, practice, 
worship and 
observance. 

2 

Self-
Actualization 
needs: 
realizing 
personal 
potential, 
self-
fulfillment, 
seeking 
personal 
growth and 
peak 
experiences. 

Self-
actualization 
ς water is 
used in most 
spiritual 
traditions as 
a purifier 

Brow: 
Intuition, 
Invention, 
Psychic 
Abilities, Self 
Realization, 
Perception, 
Release, 
Understandin
g, Memory, 
Fearlessness   

Aesthetic: 
Physical 
appeal and 
beauty of 
nature- 
Function: 
Inspiration, 
harmony, 
peace, 
security 

Art. 24: Everyone 
has the right to rest 
and leisure, 
including 
reasonable 
limitation of 
working hours and 
periodic holidays 
with pay. 
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Maslow 
(1943, 1954, 
1970a, 
1970b) 

Wolf (2010) 
- (Maslow 
interpreted
/applied to 
water)  Chakras 

Galtung 
(1990) Kellert (2005) 

Universal 
Declaration of 
Human Rights 
(1948) 

3 

Aesthetic 
needs: 
appreciation 
and search for 
beauty, 
balance, 
form, etc.   

Throat: 
Communicati
on, Wisdom, 
Speech, Trust, 
Creative 
Expression, 
Planning, 
Spatial, 
Organization, 
Caution   

Symbolic: Use 
of nature for 
metaphorical 
expression, 
language, 
expressive 
thought- 
Function: 
Communicatio
n, mental 
development 

Art. 27 (1): 
Everyone has the 
right freely to 
participate in the 
cultural life of the 
community, to 
enjoy the arts and 
to share in scientific 
advancement and 
its benefits. 

4 

Cognitive 
needs: 
knowledge, 
meaning, self-
awareness   

Heart: 
Relationships, 
Love, 
Acceptance, 
Self-Control, 
Compassion, 
Guilt, 
Forgiveness, 
Harmony, 
Peace, 
Renewal, 
Growth   

Ecologistic-
Scientific: 
systematic 
study of 
structure, 
function, and 
relationship in 
nature- 
Function: 
Knowledge, 
understanding
, observational 
skills 

Art. 27 (1): 
Everyone has the 
right freely to 
participate in the 
cultural life of the 
community, to 
enjoy the arts and 
to share in scientific 
advancement and 
its benefits. 

          

Naturalistic: 
satisfaction 
from direct 
experience/co
ntact with 
nature- 
Function: 
Curiosity, 
outdoor skills, 
mental/phys. 
development   
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Maslow 
(1943, 1954, 
1970a, 
1970b) 

Wolf (2010) 
- (Maslow 
interpreted
/applied to 
water)  Chakras 

Galtung 
(1990) Kellert (2005) 

Universal 
Declaration of 
Human Rights 
(1948) 

5 

Esteem needs 
(internal): 
self-esteem, 
achievement, 
mastery, 
independence
,    

Solar Plexus: 
Personal 
Power, Will, 
Knowledge, 
Wit, Laughter, 
Mental 
Clarity, 
Humor, 
Optimism, 
Self-Control, 
Curiosity, 
Awareness 

Freedom 
Needs: 
Repression, 
detention, 
expulsion 
(direct), 
marginalization 
(keeping the 
underdogs on 
the outside), 
fragmentation 
(keeping the 
underdogs 
away from each 
other)  
(structural)   

Art. 23 (3): 
Everyone who 
works has the right 
to just and 
favorable 
remuneration 
ensuring for himself 
and his family an 
existence worthy of 
human dignity, and 
supplemented, if 
necessary, by other 
means of social 
protection. 

  
6 

Esteem needs 
(external)7: 
status, 
dominance, 
prestige, etc. 

Esteem ς 
fountains, 
pools, green 
lawns     

Dominionistic: 
mastery, 
physical 
control, 
dominance of 
nature- 
Function: 
Mechanical 
skills, physical 
prowess, 
ability to 
subdue 

 

7 

Social Needs - 
Belongingness 
and Love, - 
work group, 
family, 
affection, 
relationships, 
etc. 

Belongingne
ss and love 
(best to 
leave this 
one to the 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 
imagination
s) 

Sacral: 
Feelings, 
Emotions, 
Intimacy, 
Procreation, 
Polarity, 
Sensuality, 
Confidence, 
Sociability, 
Freedom, 
Movement 

Identity Needs: 
Desocialization, 
resocialization 
(direct), 
secondary 
citizen 
penetration 
(implanting the 
top dog inside 
the underdog), 
segmentation 
(giving the 
underdog only 
a partial view 
of what goes 
on) (structural) 

Humanistic: 
strong 
affection, 
emotional 
attachment, 
love for 
nature- 
Function: 
Group 
bounding, 
sharing, 
cooperation, 
companionshi
p 

Art. 22: Everyone, 
as a member of 
society, has the 
right to social 
security and is 
entitled to 
ǊŜŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΧ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
economic, social 
and cultural rights 
indispensable for 
his dignity and the 
free development 
of his personality. 

                                                           
7 Maslow ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǎǘŜŜƳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƭƻǿŜǊ όƭŀōŜƭŜŘ άŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭέύ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 
όƭŀōŜƭŜŘ άƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭέύ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŜŜƳ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ όǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ 
status, etc.) or within (independence, mastery, etc.). 
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Maslow 
(1943, 1954, 
1970a, 
1970b) 

Wolf (2010) 
- (Maslow 
interpreted
/applied to 
water)  Chakras 

Galtung 
(1990) Kellert (2005) 

Universal 
Declaration of 
Human Rights 
(1948) 

8 

Safety needs - 
protection 
from 
elements, 
security, 
order, law, 
limits, 
stability, etc. 

Safety needs 
ς fire 
prevention, 
moats, 
national 
boundaries   

Well-being 
Needs: 
maiming, siege, 
sanctions, 
misery (direct), 
suffering via 
chronic 
malnutrition, 
waterborne 
disease, etc. 
(structural) 

Negativistic: 
fear, aversion, 
alienation 
from nature- 
Function: 
security, 
protection, 
safety 

Art. 25 (1): 
Everyone has the 
right to a standard 
of living adequate 
for the health and 
well-being of 
himself and of his 
family, including 
food, clothing, 
housing and 
medical care and 
necessary social 
services, and the 
right to security in 
the event of 
ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΧ ƻǊ 
other lack of 
livelihood in 
circumstances 
beyond his control. 

9 

Biological and 
Physiological 
needs - air, 
food, drink, 
shelter, 
warmth, sex, 
sleep, etc. 

Physiologica
l needs ς 
e.g., 
drinking 
water, 
irrigated 
basic foods 

Root: 
Survival, 
Vitality, 
Reality, 
Grounding, 
Security, 
Support, 
Stability, 
Sexuality, 
Individuality, 
Courage, 
Impulsiveness 

Survival Needs: 
Killing (direct), 
dying from 
starvation or 
disease 
(structural) 

Utilitarian: 
practical and 
material 
exploitation of 
nature- 
Function: 
physical 
sustenance/se
curity 

Art. 3: Everyone has 
the right to life, 
liberty and security 
of person 

 

Notice on the far-left column of Table 4, I numbered each of the levels from one to 

nine.  This division serves as the basis for my typology, with negative values 

representing denial/blocking access to a given value and positive values representing 

the affirmation/securing of that value.  Like the BAR scale, the most severe values lay at 

the far ends of the scale (e.g. survival is ± 9), representing the most basic needs, while 

higher level needs have lower number values (e.g. aesthetic needs at ± 3).  This is not to 

say that aesthetic needs are more important per se than recreational or spiritual needs; 

many may argue differently.  Rather, this simply serves as a simple, qualitative, 
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categorical structure falling between nominal and ordinal that is easy to compare to 

ōƻǘƘ aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ .!w ǎŎŀƭŜΦ 

For comparison, below is the typology used in the original BAR study, which ranges 

from -7 (formal war) to +7 (unification into one political unit): 

Table 5. Basins at Risk scale and descriptions. Source: Wolf, Yoffe, & Giordano (2003); 
Yoffe (2002). 

Rating BAR Description 

-7 Formal War Formal declaration of war 

-6 Extensive military acts 

Acts causing deaths, dislocation, or high strategic cost: use of 
nuclear weapons, full scale air, naval, or land battles; invasion of 
territory; occupation of territory; massive bombing of civilian 
areas; capturing of soldiers in battle; large scale bombing of 
military installations; chemical or biological warfare 

-5 Small-scale military acts 

Limited air, sea, or border skirmishes; border police acts; 
annexing territory already occupied; seizing material of target 
country; imposing blockades; assassinating leaders of target 
country; material support of subversive activities against target 
country 

-4 
Political/military hostile 
acts 

Inciting riots or rebellions (training or financial aid for rebellions); 
encouraging guerilla activities against target country; limited and 
sporadic terrorist actions; kidnapping or torturing foreign citizens 
or prisoners of war; giving sanctuary to terrorists; breaking 
diplomatic relations; attacking diplomats or embassies; expelling 
military advisors; executing alleged spies; nationalizing 
companies without compensation 

-3 
Diplomatic/economic 
hostile acts 

Increasing troop mobilization; boycotts; imposing economic 
sanctions; hindering movement on land, waterways, or in the air; 
embargoing goods; refusing mutual trade rights; closing borders 
and blocking free communication; manipulating trade or currency 
to cause economic problems; halting aid; granting sanctuary to 
opposition leaders; mobilizing hostile demonstrations against 
target country; refusing to support foreign military allies; 
recalling ambassador for emergency consultations regarding 
target country; refusing visas to other nationals or restricting 
movement in country; expelling or arresting nationals or press; 
spying on foreign government officials; terminating major 
agreements. *Unilateral construction of water projects against 
another country's protests; reducing flow of water to another 
country, abrogation of a water agreement 

-2 
Strong/official verbal 
hostility 

Strong verbal expressions displaying hostility in interaction: 
Warning retaliation for acts; making threatening demands and 
accusations; condemning strongly specific actions or policies; 
denouncing leaders, system, or ideology; postponing heads of 
state visits; refusing participation in meetings or summits; 
leveling strong propaganda attacks; denying support; blocking or 
vetoing policy or proposals in the UN or other international 
bodies. *Official interactions only. 
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-1 
Mild/unofficial verbal 
hostility 

Mild verbal expressions displaying discord in interaction: Low key 
objection to policies or behavior, communicating dissatisfaction 
through third party; failing to reach an agreement; refusing 
protest note; denying accusations; objecting to explanation of 
goals, position, etc.; requesting change in policy.  *Both unofficial 
and official, including diplomatic notes of protest. 

0 Neutral, non-significant 

Rhetorical policy statements; non-consequential news items; 
non-governmental visitors; indifference statements; 
compensating for nationalized enterprises or private property; no 
comment statements 

1 Mild verbal support 

Minor official exchanges, talks, or policy expressions: Meeting of 
high officials; conferring on problems of mutual interest; visit by 
lower officials for talks; issuing joint communiqués; appointing 
ambassadors; announcing cease-fires; non-governmental 
exchanges; proposing talks; public non-governmental support of 
regime; exchanging prisoners of war; requesting support for 
policy; stating or explaining policy. 

2 Official verbal support 

Official verbal support of goals, values, or regime: official support 
of policy; raising legislation to embassy; reaffirming friendship; 
asking for help against a third party; apologizing for unfavorable 
actions or statements; allowing entry of press correspondents; 
thanking or asking for aid; resuming broken diplomatic or other 
relations. 

3 
Cultural, scientific 
agreement/support 

(non-strategic): Starting diplomatic relations; establishing 
technological or scientific communication; proposing or offering 
economic or military aid; recognizing government; visit by head 
of state; opening borders; conducting or enacting friendship 
agreements; conducting cultural or academic agreements or 
exchanges. *Agreements to set up cooperative working groups. 

4 
Non-military, economic, 
technical, or industrial 
agreement 

Making economic loans, grants; agreeing to economic pacts; 
giving industrial, cultural, or educational assistance; conducting 
trade agreements or granting most favored nation status; 
establishing common transportation or communication 
networks; selling industrial-technological surplus supplies; 
providing technical expertise; ceasing economic restrictions; 
repaying debts; selling non-military goods; giving disaster relief. * 
Legal, cooperative actions between nations that are not treaties; 
cooperative projects for watershed management, irrigation, 
poverty-alleviation. 

5 
Military, economic, or 
strategic support 

Selling nuclear power plants or materials; providing air, naval, or 
land facilities for bases; giving technical or advisory military 
assistance; granting military aid; sharing highly advanced 
technology; intervening with military support at request of 
government; concluding military agreements; training military 
personnel; joint programs and plans to initiate and pursue 
disarmament. 

6 
International water 
treaty 

Major strategic alliance (regional or international): Fighting a war 
jointly; establishing a joint military command or alliance; 
conduction joint military maneuvers; establishing economic 
common market; joining or organizing international alliances; 
establishing joint programs to raise the global quality of life. 
* International freshwater treaty. 

7 
Unification into one 
nation 

Merging voluntarily into one state; forming one nation with one 
legally binding government. 
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The iBAR scale, below (Table 6), demonstrates a very similar structure as the BAR 

scale (Table 4), but the content of the iBAR scale is based on the human needs/rights 

typology from Table 3. I color coded Table 6 to mirror the chakra colors used in Table 4. 

As you can see, the iBAR scale combines the reproducible, codified methodology of 

negative peace research with the concepts from positive peace research.  The specific 

methodology and applications of the iBAR scale will be addressed in the methods 

section below.  
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Table 6. Integrated Basins at Risk (iBAR) scale. The iBAR category shows the type of 
needs, and the two left-most columns represent the code for that need. Positive values 
ƳŜŀƴ ŀ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴκŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀŦŦƛǊƳǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ that need, while 
negative values denote that a water decision/activity is projected/stated as deterring or 
ƘŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘΦ 

B
lo

c
k/

d
e
te

r 

A
ff
ir
m

/s
e
c
u
re

 

iBAR Description 

-9 +9 Survival 
Drinking water, subsistence agriculture irrigation, 
food security 

-8 +8 Safety/Security Needs 

Water for health and well-being (WaSH, waterborne 
disease), boundaries, water-related disaster 
protection (e.g. drought, monsoon), stability, basic 
economic security (including existing economic 
functions, poverty alleviation) 

-7 +7 Social Needs 

Water facilitated gatherings, family/community 
traditions, culture, water facilitated relationships (e.g. 
between countries, communities) 

-6 +6 Esteem Needs (external) 

Development, economic growth, status symbols 
(dams, fountains, pools, lawns, showy projects) - high 
level 

-5 +5 Esteem Needs (internal) Trade/craft mastery, independence, sovereignty 

-4 +4 
Cognitive/knowledge/unde
rstanding/science Needs 

Data, access to science & knowledge about the water 
source, monitoring, water technology 

-3 +3 Aesthetic Needs Beauty in nature, recreation, ecotourism 

-2 +2 Spiritual Needs 
Spiritual practices/rituals, seeking growth and 
fulfillment 

-1 +1 Transcendent Needs Needs beyond human (e.g. intrinsic value of nature) 

 

Hybrid Qualitative /Quantitative Methods  

Qualitative and quantitative approaches have both been used throughout the 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ DŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǘƻ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎΦ DŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΣΩ 

but its role as a qualitative, descriptive study (i.e. regional geography) has left the 

discipline scrutinized, undervalued, and even rejected (e.g. the elimination of the 

Geography program at Harvard in 1948) because it did not conform to what positivist 
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and post-ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǎǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀǎ άƘŀǊŘέ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ όSmith, 1987; Guba & Lincoln, 

1994). This led to an internal policing, with Geographers criticizing one another and 

demanding more systematic work aimed at identifying laws (e.g. positivism) in the field 

(Schaefer, 1953). When cultural geographers like Sauer insisted on a landscape level 

approach involving field work (a return to regional geography), geographers like David 

{ǘƻŘŘŀǊǘ όмфусύ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ άǊŜŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƎǊƻǳƴŘέ 

ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜ άōƛƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎέ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ and how to solve them 

(Castree, 2001).  

While there is certainly a place for quantitative, positivist/post-positivist study, it is a 

ŦŀƭƭŀŎȅ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜΣ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ άƴŜǳǘǊŀƭέ ƻǊ 

somehow more valid than qualitative studies. First, Castree asserts:  

ά{ǘƻŘŘŀǊǘΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘ ƻŦ ΨƘǳƳŀƴ-ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ- far from being 
objective and neutral- ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōƛŀǎŜŘΦ LǘΩǎ 
ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘΧ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŜǉǳŀǘŜǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŜƴǾƛǊƻnmental 
ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩΣ ǎƻ ƛƎƴƻǊƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƘǳƳŀƴςenvironment relations (like 
commercial agriculture or forestry) and non-environmental natures (like the 
ƘǳƳŀƴ ōƻŘȅύΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōƛŀǎŜŘΣ ǎƻ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ŎƭŀƛƳΣ 
because the knowleŘƎŜ ƛǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻŎǊŀǘƛŎΩέ ό/ŀǎǘǊŜŜΣ нллмύΦ 

Many qualitative researchers, particularly in Political Ecology, agree with this notion that 

quantitative, positivist science is not value free; rather, researchers speak from an 

embodied, positioned perspective that embeds their own cultural beliefs and 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ άƘŀǊŘέ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ό/ŀǎǘǊŜŜΣ нллмΤ 

Schmidt, 2013; Deitrich, 2011). Furthermore, Guba and Lincoln identify several 

problems with a quantitative approach: 

¶ It excludes the meaning and purpose of human behavior. It describes what and 

how but not why. 

¶ There is a disjunction between grand theories with local contexts. Quantitative 

data only deals with the mainstream and ignores uniqueness and fringe groups 

and activities. 

¶ General data is inapplicable to individual cases. There is a limitation to the 

generalizability of quantitative data beyond giving a probability statement. 
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¶ Quantitative inquiries exclude the discovery dimension. Hypotheses already 

formed (where the hypothesis comes from is glossed over) are applied to data 

rather than letting constructions emerge from the discovery process (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). 

While quantitative approaches are used in positivist and post-positivist studies, 

critical and constructivist studies necessitate qualitative information. Critical research 

studies historical realism, a virtual reality that is shaped by the social-political and 

economic context. It requires one to examine the dialogue. Constructivist research takes 

this one step farther by noting that constructs of reality are relative, and its goal is to 

construct new narratives to correct inequalities. The positivist and post-positivists are 

άŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎέ ǿƘƻ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƴŜǳǘral perspective 

όǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀƭƭŀŎȅύΦ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ άǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ 

ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ǿƘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻǳǊ ǇǊŜŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ 

άǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎέ ǿƘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-voice reconstructions (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994). 

While the transboundary water community at OSU generally takes a post-positivist 

approach (e.g. disproving assumptions about the pervasiveness and inevitability of 

water wars using quantitative methods), the London Water Resources Group takes the 

critical theory approach towards examining transboundary water interactions. While 

both of these schools of thought are intellectually interesting and useful in their own 

ways, a constructivist approach better captures the full spectrum of environmental 

justice issues in water politicsΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΣ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ άǿŀǘŜǊ ǿŀǊǎέ ŀǊŜ 

constructions that stakeholders use to navigate power relationships and achieve their 

goals (e.g. Trottier, 2014).  

Aǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ άōǊƛŘƎŜέ the OSU (Wolf et al.) and LWRG methods would 

leave my dissertation stuck between two theoretical approaches, trying to hammer a 

quantitative peg into a qualitative hole. Rather than bridging the methods, I attempted 

to reconcile them by transcending them, applying constructivist approaches and utilizing 

semi-quantitative iBAR data not as the ends but as one means towards a larger 

qualitative, constructivist analysis.  
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Beyond environmental justice issues related to water, I attempted to challenge the 

academic status quo through my work. Farnum (2014) points out several traps in 

academia, including the use of jargon and the creation of hegemonic concepts that- 

because they are published by established researchers- limit the field of other equally 

legitimate ways of conceptualizing a problem. She also discusses the self-referential 

trap, by which researchers establish their careers on referring to their past work and the 

work of their friends, and collaborating only with people who share same training and 

ideas (Farnum, 2014). This creates a system that resists change and clings to established 

ways of thinking. Thus, academia poses patriarchal barriers to entry for new scholars, 

particularly women and historically marginalized groups. It also maintains an 

atmosphere wherein quantitative, άƘŀǊŘέ post-positivist science is still viewed as a 

dualistic -and superior- alternative to qualitative and άǎƻŦǘέ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎ. Even 

purporting to work on social justice issues is enough for the academy to not take a 

researcher seriously, judging his or her work as insufficiently complex and rigorous 

(Pimpare 2012). ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ ǊƛŦǘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ƭƛƳƛǘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀΩǎ creativity and its 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ.   

Four Arrows (Don Trent Jacobs) compiled the 2008 book on the topic of 

transcending the rigid academic paradigm: The authentic dissertation: Alternative ways 

of knowing, research, and representation. He tells the story of many different 

dissertations with common themes surrounding authenticity, and he posits that 

άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǊƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ ŀǎ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ƻƴŜǎΣ ƻƴƭȅ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǘƛŦƭŜŘΦ  

Furthermore, he recognizes the spiritual nature of the dissertation process, claiming 

that:  

άώ!ǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴǎϐ ǘŀǇ ƛƴǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ more authentic 
experience and reflection, and more creative abilities.  They are, in essence, 
spiritual undertakings that:  

¶ ƘƻƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ 
and authority,  

¶ focus more on important questions than on research methodologies per 
se,  

¶ reveal virtues (generosity, patience, courage, respect, humility, 
fortitude, etc.),  

¶ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅέ όWŀŎƻōǎΣ нллуΤ ǇΦ ƛύ   
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Inspired by Four !ǊǊƻǿǎΩ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ άƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŀdemic 

research in the Western tradition, but to challenge some of those values and offer 

ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣέ L incorporated 

authenticity into my dissertation process (Jacobs, 2008; p. i). I attempted to produce an 

άŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƛǇƛŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

beyond their value to my research design. Traveling and talking people living in the 

Mekong Basin gave me the opportunity to employ authentic dissertation techniques 

such as experiencing and photographing life in the basin. Through the Integrated Basins 

at Risk (iBAR) approach, I embraced complexity and diverse ways of knowing. 

Particularly, the iBAR approach accepts claims about experienced and potential benefits 

and harms; it does not demand proof quantifiable in scientific or monetary terms. This 

allows for qualitative spiritual and cultural benefits and harms to be discussed alongside 

more quantifiable needs and values. I hope that I have amplified the voices of my 

participants and the basin stakeholders rather than speaking for them.  

Also important to the authenticity of my dissertation is presenting my findings 

accessibly so that my work will reach a broader audience and challenge the status quo. 

Rather than putting my dissertation on a shelf in the halls of academia and leaving it 

there, I share it via dynamic, accessible forms of presentation. I produced a water 

justice/ethics training exercise to be used in schools or water practitioner trainings. I will 

publish a summary of my results online, and work with basin practitioners to publish 

relevant results in reports that can be translated into basin languages. An authentic, 

constructivist approach that includes deliverables will allow me to contribute outputs 

valuable to the groups I am studying and the larger transboundary water community. 

While web materials, photos, and exercises may not be direct elements of my analysis, 

they will help me to present and convey a richer tapestry of how water and water-

relatŜŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ 
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Chapter 5: Methods  

 

Figure 9. Photo. ! ƳƻƴƪŜȅ Ŝŀǘǎ ŀƴ ŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŎƻǊƴ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ /ŀƳōƻŘƛŀΩǎ !ƴƎƪƻǊ ²ŀǘΦ tƘƻǘƻ 
Source: Watson (2014). 

Application  
In order to address my research questions and objectives via assessment of 

environmental justice (EJ) in the Mekong Basin, I developed a three-pronged strategy 

incorporating archival/event data, interview data, and observational data from a 

Mekong River Commission academic conference and a non-governmental organization 

(NGO) panel event.  I developed a scale- the iBAR- which will serve as the guiding 

framework in each of the three prongs.  The Basins at Risk (BAR) study, which measured 

events from 1948 to 2003, is the model on which the iBAR and archival methods are 

based. However, whereas the BAR study measured direct violence as quantifiable 

events (shots fired, official statements, wars, treaties, etc.), measuring structural 

violence/injustice presents unique challenges. Specifically, the literature on structural 

violence (injustice) suggests that it may not appear as a specific event (rather, an 

ongoing process), and furthermore, may be internalized by the oppressed population or 
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suppressed, downplayed, or blamed on either the victims or external factors in news 

media (Galtung, 1990; Zeitoun & Warner, 2006; Warner & Zeitoun, 2008).  As such, this 

study expands the event-based BAR method multi-faceted approach that allows for 

internal consistency checks. 

The second difference between the BAR study and this dissertation is that of scale.  

Ideally, the iBAR will be a tool that can be applied to transboundary river basins around 

the world, like the BAR scale, but this study serves only as a first step towards that goal. 

I tested the iBAR scale, and by using a triangulated approach, I was able to draw 

conclusions as to the validity and reliability of the iBAR and the strengths and limitations 

of each prong (archival, interview, observational). Considering that this study in part 

serves as a pilot for the iBAR, I focused on one basin- the Mekong River- at the basin as 

well as sub-basin levels, rather than trying to assess all transboundary basins in the 

world. 

Third, this study differs from the BAR study because of its emphasis on justice and 

participation, which require additional data to be collected along with the primary iBAR 

data.  Particularly, I will keep track of demographic data, which will shed light on which 

population groups benefit and which are hindered by water management decisions.  For 

instance, one group may be displaced by a hydropower project, negatively affecting 

their basic economic security (-8 on the iBAR scale), while another population group 

may be provided with economic growth benefits (external esteem, iBAR +6) from the 

same policy decision.  Keeping track of whose needs are being met and whose are not is 

critical to understanding the environmental justice applications of water management 

decisions.  

Additionally, I noted the level of participation various stakeholder groups had in 

water-related decisions. Keeping track of information about participation helped me to 

test my hypothesis that meaningful, representative participation would be related with 

more just (higher iBAR) outcomes. 

In the next section, I describe my methods for each the archival, interview, and 

observational prongs of the study. Finally, I discuss how I plan to analyze the data 

collected through each of the three-prongs. 
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Archival Data/ Events Methods 
Comparable to the BAR study, I examined news articles over time to create a 

timeline and assessment of environmental justice issues in the Mekong Basin.  

Specifically, I used LexisNexis Academic to search for water-related news articles in the 

Mekong Basin between 1994 and 2014. I used the following search terms for my initial 

search: 8 

Terms: ((HLEAD(Mekong OR Lancang OR "Nam Ta" "Nam Ou" OR "Nam Soung" OR  

"Nam Khan" OR "Nam Mae Kok" OR "Nam Mae Ing" OR Songkhram OR "Nam Ca Dinh" 

OR "Se Bang Fai" OR "Se Bang Hiang" OR "Tonle Sap" OR "Se Kong" OR "Se San" OR "Sre 

Pok" OR Bassac OR "Nine Dragons") 

AND HLEAD(water OR river! OR lake OR dam OR stream OR tributary OR diversion OR 

irrigation OR pollution OR water quality OR flood! OR drought! OR channel OR canal OR 

fish OR hydroelect! OR reservoir) 

AND HLEAD(treaty OR agree! OR negotiate! OR resolution OR commission OR 

secretariat OR "joint management" OR "basin management" OR peace OR accord OR 

settle! OR cooperat! OR collaborat! OR disput! OR conflict! OR disagree! OR sanction! 

OR war OR troops OR letter of protest OR hostility OR shots fired OR boycott OR 

protest! OR policy OR decision OR decide OR plan OR scheme)  

AND ("drinking water" OR WaSH OR sanitation OR hygiene OR development OR 

"subsistence agriculture" OR displac! OR waterborne OR crops OR security OR cultur! OR 

tradition! OR historical OR technolog! OR aesthetic OR recreation OR ecotourism OR 

sport OR ecosystem OR conservation OR "human rights" or "Millennium Development 

Goals" OR nature OR vulnerab! OR "data sharing" OR training OR educational OR "way 

of life")  

AND NOT HLEAD(sea NOT ocean NOT navigat! NOT nuclear NOT "water cannon" NOT 

"light water reactor" NOT "mineral water" NOT "hold water" NOT "cold water" NOT "hot 

water" NOT "water canister" NOT "water tight" NOT " water down" NOT "flood of 

refugees" NOT Rivera NOT Suez NOT Panama NOT oil NOT drugs NOT "Vietnam War")) 

and ((#GT113#)) and Date(geq(01/01/1994))) 

This search generated 543 news articles between 1 January 1994 and 31 December 

2014. In a first sweep of the documents, I combed through the articles and selected 

those that met the following criteria: A claim that 1) a human decision, plan, or action, 

2) affected/would affect the way humans interact with water, 3) which either did or 

would help or hinder their ability to meet their basic needs (as defined in the iBAR: 

                                                           
8 Terms in italics are iBAR additions to the latest Basins at Risk search terms. 
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survival, safety, social, esteem, cognitive, aesthetic, spiritual, or transcendent needs). 

Unrelated and duplicate articles were discarded.  

Coding 

For the second round of coding, I again processed all 543 articles, skipping over 

those that were discarded in the first pass. I employed a Dedoose- a qualitative web 

application- for coding, and gave unique code names to each distinctive event. One 

event- say the construction of the Xayaburi Dam- would come up again and again over 

time in various articles, and using the app, I tagged each occurrence using its specific 

code- XAYA. Often, schemes of several dams were referenced as a group, and in these 

cases, I used a code encompassing the group. However, if an article singled out an 

individual project, that was coded under its individual code. For instance, the Xayaburi 

project falls both under its individual code, XAYA, and the code THE12, which references 

the group of twelve mainstream dams planned for the Mekong. If an article talked 

about effects of Xayaburi individually, I coded it as XAYA, but if it talked only about the 

mainstream dams, the THE12 code was applied.  

I exported the articles with their event codes attached as comments from Dedoose 

to a Word document, which I used for the third level of coding. At this stage, I created 

an Excel file housing all of the event code names and some descriptive text about the 

events. This file is also where I compiled information about the level and 

representativeness of participation alluded to for each event. Information included in 

this spreadsheet included: 

¶ Event code 

¶ Event description 

¶ Event type(s) 

¶ Claims about participation levels/representativeness 

In the third level of coding, I read through each article in the Word document, 

looking specifically for references to human needs as defined by the iBAR, i.e. my 

dependent variables. These events and iBAR ratings were coded based on the article 

publication date into a second Excel spreadsheet with the following fields: 

¶ Event code 
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¶ Date bin based on the article publication date (January-June were coded as 

the year, July-December were coded as the year + άΦрέύ 

¶ Demographics όǿƘƻΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘύ 

¶ iBAR codes (-9 to +9) 

¶ Article text on which each code was based 

Again, the criteria I used were: A claim that 1) a human decision, plan, or action, 2) 

affected/would affect the way humans interact with water, 3) which either did or would 

help or hinder their ability to meet their basic needs (as defined in the iBAR: survival, 

safety, social, esteem- divided into external and internal, cognitive, aesthetic, spiritual, 

or transcendent needs). Some important notes on the event coding criteria: 

The Human Element:  

The event had to be a human decision and not natural phenomenon. Floods, 

droughts, and climate change9 all came up in the articles and all do affect the way 

people interact with water, and how/whether they can meet their basic needs. 

However, I specifically wanted to examine human leverage points. Thus, while the flood 

or drought were not included as events, a drought mitigation measure or a climate 

change adaptation initiative qualified. If a flood was pinned on Chinese dams upstream, 

it was coded on the iBAR scale (as a -8, security needs) ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƳǎΩ ŜǾŜƴǘ ŎƻŘŜ, but 

the flood itself was not an event with its own set of effects. 

Interactions with Water:  

This varies from the BAR study in a significant way, as the BAR events only qualified 

as events if the action was about water as a distinct and non-substitutable resource. 

Shipping and infrastructure, particularly, were excluded from BAR analysis because 

shipping and transportation happen not just on water but via many avenues. However, I 

chose to broaden my net to capture all ways people interact with the resource, 

justifiable in the field of nature-society geography. Ferrymen losing their jobs after the 

construction of a bridge, increased transboundary river patrols after an agreement 

sparked by the murder of Chinese sailors on a cargo ship, and poacher-turned-

                                                           
9 Acknowledging that climate change is human-caused, but distinguishing between the 
phenomena of climate change (as an effect) and the human decisions/actions that are causing it, 
which is beyond the scope of this study (policies - changes in interactions with water - meeting 
needs vs. policies - climate change - changes in interactions with water - meeting needs) 
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conservationist studies of waterfowl on the Tonle Sap all qualified as iBAR events but 

not BAR events. 

Time:  

Many of these events come up again and again in the news discourse over time, and 

I wanted to capture that in my data. However, in flurries of media activity, the same 

claims would be repeated many times in the span of a few days as various news outlets 

essentially duplicated one another. The desire to capture temporal trends at a 

reasonable resolution led to the creation of six-month date bins. Each event could be 

marked with a specific iBAR code once per date bin.  

So, if seven articles between January and June of 2011 talked about Xayaburi, and 

three mentioned a positive economic impact, two mentioned potential negative 

environmental consequences, and six talked about negative implications for livelihoods, 

these would be the codes: XAYA, 2011, +6; XAYA, 2011, -1; XAYA, 2011, -8. Within that 

six-month bin, it did not matter how often the same code reappeared. For instance, if 

two different articles within a time bin discussed two different groups affected by an 

event in different ways, but those ways both fell under one iBAR code, they were both 

coded under as one occurrence of the code. However, as soon as an article fell in a new 

six-month period (e.g. July-December 2011, for our example), the slate was wiped clean 

and any event could receive any code again. For example, a July 2011 article mentioning 

potential positive economic growth associated with Xayaburi could get a new XAYA, 

2011.5, +6 code because the date bin switched to 2011.5. 

Claims/Discourse: 

Note that my criteria allowed me to code based on claimed and projected effects 

rather than stated, fact-checked effects. In this way, I assessed the reality projected in 

the discourse rather than that captured by scientific, on the ground measurements. 

Coding via the discourse allowed me to capture the variables based on what was said (or 

implied) rather than my own determinants of what the effects are/would be. How do 

we know if there will be cultural or spiritual implications of a decision? How do we 

decide whether or not a dam hurts the aesthetic needs of the population, or whether it 

helps? My evaluations may differ greatly from those of actual stakeholders. Essentially, I 

decided that the best way to remove my personal lens from the equation was to let the 
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people tell me, via the news, whether an event affected a particular need. This was my 

best attempt to capture qualitative, hard-to-measure (and often based on self-

reporting, anyways) variables across multiple scales. 

Similar to the problem of capturing the qualitative, there is also the problem of 

capturing the longitudinal. Events themselves happen over time (e.g. a plan, a decision, 

multiple stages of implementation, etc.), and the effects happen at varied times and 

paces among those impacted. Some positive or negative effects of a plan or decision 

happen well before that decision is implemented. For example, merely announcing a 

plan for a dam or signing a power purchase agreement may reap esteem (both external 

and internal) benefits for a country long before construction begins, while security 

effects, both positive (e.g. flood risk management, poverty alleviation) and negative 

(e.g. displacements for construction, loss of livelihoods, etc.), could occur discretely or 

nebulously in the short, medium, and long term. Coding effects as and when they are 

projected in the discourse allows for the capture of the nebulous, qualitative, long-term 

effects that could otherwise slip through the sieve. 

It is important to note, though, that I did not eliminate any voices or their 

corresponding claims from the discourse. This means that my data captured sometimes 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎŀǎŎŀŘŜ ƻŦ ŘŀƳǎ 

will increase insecurity downstream, while China claims it will increase security via more 

consistent flows. One article might discuss both of these premises and may even 

disagree with one perspective of the other, but both are captured in the coding. 

Likewise, the claims in propaganda pieces are also captured. Thus, it is important to 

remember that the data represent the discourse. 

One aspect of the discourse not captured, however, is the counterclaims. These 

counterclaims come in two forms: The author claims either that the plan/action 1) will 

not have the negative effects claimed by others, e.g. a politician saying a dam will not 

harm anyone downstream, or 2) will not have positive effects claimed by others, e.g. an 

environmental organization saying a dam will not actually help the economic growth of 

a country. 
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Data Processing 

While applying iBAR codes, I flagged articles and codes of which I was unsure, and 

revisited them once all the coding was complete to make a final determination. At the 

end of the event coding, I had 566 iBAR codes divided among 42 six-month time bins 

spanning the 21 years between January 1994 and December 2014. I revisited my list of 

event codes and eliminated those that were not associated with any iBAR ratings and 

ensured all event codes from the iBAR had a matching listing in the event codes 

spreadsheet. 

Next, I combined my two spreadsheets by transferring the Event Type(s) to match 

with each event in my iBAR coding. This allowed me to filter my codes by type of event. 

Additionally, I created a second layer of demographics coding. Each iBAR code was 

initially coded with a list of affected countries/peoples/stakeholders, and I took this data 

and grouped them into the following bins: 

¶ MRC Countries (Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and/or Vietnam, or some 

combination of those, but excluding China and Myanmar) 

¶ Basin Countries (any of the MRC countries, plus China and/or Myanmar) 

¶ Least Developed Countries (Cambodia, Laos, and/or Myanmar- chosen by 

Least Developed Nation status) 

¶ Communities (any mention of poor communities, indigenous peoples, 

fishers, farmers, local activists) 

¶ Politicians (local/national politicians and political parties) 

¶ Environmentalists (environmental NGOs, typically international)* 

¶ Foreign/Economic Interests (out-of-basin countries, investors, companies, 

global financing institutions, tourists)*  

* The Environmentalist and Foreign/Economic Interests groupings frequently co-

occurred with one or several other groupings, and so I divided them into unique 

columns. Thus, an iBAR code affecting some need of Thailand, China, and foreign 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ŀǎ ά.ŀǎƛƴ /ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎέ ŀƴŘ άCƻǊŜƛƎƴκ9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦέ   

This data was analyzed with descriptive statistics to create timelines and data 

pictures of EJ in the Mekong River Basin. The data was also analyzed for relationships 

between BAR events and iBAR outcomes.  
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Interview  Method s 
Capturing structural violence (environmental injustice) in events gleaned from 

newspapers alone is potentially insufficient, particularly in a part of the world where 

freedom of the press is rated poorly (see Figure 10). Thus, gaining a more nuanced 

understanding of water-linked environmental justice in the region necessitated a 

qualitative, on-the-ground approach.  

 

Figure 10. 2013 World Press Freedom Map. Note that Mekong countries are related 
άŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘέ ǘƻ άǾŜǊȅ ǎŜǾŜǊŜΦέ Source: Reporters Without Borders (2013). 

To conduct this research authentically, it was critical for me to talk to actual people 

working and living in the basin to confirm and expand on what I learned from the event 

data. Thus, I conducted several semi-structured conversations with practitioners (n = 6) 

including representatives from intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in the Mekong Basin, including:  

¶ Mekong River Commission 

¶ International Rivers 

¶ World Fish  

¶ International Water Management Institute (IWMI) Challenge Program on 

Water and Food (CGIAR) 
































































































































































































































